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Abstract
The goal of this qualitative case study was to revisit Bandura’s agency, self-efficacy theory, and
Kram’s mentor theory to address the disproportionality between the number of men and women
superintendents in Texas. Despite extensive female representation in classrooms, campus
leadership, and central office positions, the number of women superintendents remained
relatively unchanged for nearly a decade. Access to mentors, leadership pipelines, career
pathways, and other factors was examined to identify current and prior barriers to promotion.
Semistructured interviews gathered reflections and experiences from the lens of seven current
women superintendents and six mentors of women superintendents. Survey responses from
women superintendents were also collected. Thematic coding of interviews facilitated the
analysis of the data. Findings included the potential benefits of increasing agentic behaviors and
self-efficacy through supportive mentoring relationships before and after women entered the
superintendency.
Keywords: agency, mentoring, self-efficacy, women, superintendency, gender,
networking, sponsorship, gatekeepers, leadership, gender bias, career pathways, case study,
qualitative, pluralistic, access, coaching, surveys, interviews, themes
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Chapter 1: Introduction
A Coaching Conversation
Her work was interrupted by the unmistakable musical alert of an incoming virtual call.
Upon answering, she broke into a smile, eager to catch up with a former team member. She
imagined the call was motivated by the desire to vent after months of grueling work hours and
frustrating efforts to find a new normal during the pandemic. The conversation began much like
many others, each sharing apologies for not reaching out sooner, lamenting the impossible pace
they were all struggling to endure, and the requisite updates regarding the health of their
families. However, Monica abruptly changed the subject, measured her words, adopted a
restrained formality, and shifted her gaze away from the screen.
She needed advice and immediately cast her former supervisor in the mentor role. She
described admiration and respect for her guidance and the clear feedback shared whenever
Monica considered her next position. These conversations always seemed to come at intervals
that coincided with Monica’s desire to grow professionally. She focused on her perceived
limitations and saw her children’s needs as barriers to pursuing central office leadership
positions. Her ability to lead others and grow within the organization had been the topic of many
prior conversations. Follow-up calls after their visits frustrated her mentor due to her lack of
follow-through, inexplicable low confidence, and procrastination, which was challenging to
separate from motivation to take the next step.
Trust re-established; Monica shared her desire to apply for a position but was unsure she
was making the right move and needed her mentor’s input to review her options. The questioning
that followed required Monica to outline two things. First, she had to consider the position in
detail, from entry to promotion opportunities. Next, her mentor asked her to explain how the job
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could get her closer to her goal of becoming an assistant superintendent. Her mentor struggled to
contain her exasperation as Monica described a lateral position with no opportunity for
advancement. Her justification was a desire to remain in the district, albeit not in her current
place.
Her mentor considered her response and decided upon a self-reflective approach by
asking Monica to describe her credentials. Monica shared a vast arsenal of knowledge and
leadership experiences, including teaching, administrative positions, and a doctorate in
education. Her mentor asked if she had considered applying for an assistant superintendent
position and emphasized that her experiences and credentials far outpaced others with higherranking functions than hers.
Having reached this critical point in their exchange, she asked Monica to consider
whether she was ready and qualified to apply for her dream position. Monica’s response was a
questioning stare. She followed that question by asking Monica to describe how the job she was
considering provided an opportunity to promote or transition into her desired role. Her mentor
allowed time for her to ponder the question. As she thought about the question, she seemed to
struggle with how to respond. Her mentor reminded her that she did not need to jump through
additional rungs in the professional ladder before applying for her desired position. She also
asked her to consider how the work described would get her closer to her goal and shared a
verbal list of Monica’s strengths, knowledge, experience, and talents. She also reminded Monica
that she was at the stage in her career where choices had to draw a direct line between any
position and her goal. At her level of professional experience, she could not afford to waste time
with jobs that did not support her career goal. Her mentor adopted a firm tone and shared that a

3
path forward meant taking the risk of applying for the job she wanted and the willingness to
relocate if needed.
Her inner dialogue was louder than any words as she frowned and bit the tip of her pen.
Seeing her discomfort, her mentor offered to share a resource with her. She shared her screen and
navigated to the career center page for the Texas Association of School Administrators. She
searched for assistant superintendent positions in Texas and found seven open positions. They
reviewed the posts, job descriptions, locations, and starting pay. Monica said she realized that
she met the qualifications for all the vacancies listed.
She was visibly excited and asked her mentor if she was truly ready to take on the role.
Her mentor responded that she was qualified and better prepared than many of her peers who
transitioned into the role. Her mentor listed all the strengths and attributes that made her a strong
candidate for each vacancy. She also reminded her that the level of change would differ
according to the school district’s size and needs and advised her to research each organization in
greater depth before applying. Monica sighed and smiled with visible relief, expressing her
appreciation for her mentor’s unwavering support over the past two years.
She declared her intent to apply for several positions listed and expressed joy and
gratitude for the conversation. Although she understood Monica’s hesitation, her mentor
encouraged her to move forward with the application and pursue the position. Her mentor also
suggested a follow-up appointment the next week to review the application materials before
submission. Monica expressed her appreciation for the offer and agreed to meet the following
week.
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The Narrative
The introductory narrative was a conversation with a former member of my team who
transitioned to another position. During her tenure in my department, we engaged in frequent
mentoring conversations about her professional aspirations and promotion barriers. The
following chapter provides background information that shaped the problem of this study, the
study’s purpose, and the research question. The frequency of these experiences in my career
trajectory formulated the problem that was the basis of this study.
Background
Mentoring has been identified as an essential component for leadership development and
increasing the number of women superintendents in many prior studies (DiCanio et al., 2016;
Sampson et al., 2015). However, the shortage of women superintendents in Texas is a challenge
that remains unresolved (Bernal et al., 2017; Hill et al., 2020; Texas Education Agency, 2020).
Why does this issue continue to remain unresolved?
The background for this study addressed the gender disproportionality among
superintendents in Texas. The section included a brief description of data supporting the gender
disparities between male and female superintendents, gendered norms that indirectly discouraged
women from seeking executive leadership, and how gatekeepers, including women, functioned
as barriers to promoting other women.
Women in Texas school districts were chronically underrepresented in superintendent
positions, with less than 300 women holding one of nearly 1,200 positions between 2013 and
2018 (Texas Education Agency, 2018). A cursory search of Texas school district websites
seldom found women at the helm. Women struggled to rise to the top position and only
represented 24% and 23% of superintendents in the United States and Texas, respectively
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(Muñoz et al., 2018; Texas Education Agency, 2018). The lack of growth in the number of
female superintendents in the last 20 years indicated the need to educate leaders about barriers
identified in the literature and develop female-centered strategies to promote change (Muñoz et
al., 2018; Sampson et al., 2015).
Although there was an extensive cadre of women seeking superintendent certification
annually, their numbers did not translate into more women in the superintendency (Davis &
Bowers, 2019; Smith, 2020). Most often, the presence of women occurred in campus leadership
or central office positions (Jarret et al., 2018). The disparity between the number of men and
women represented in the superintendency did not align with women’s representation in other
places in public education, including classroom and principal positions (Maranto et al., 2018;
Sampson et al., 2015). Despite numerous groundbreaking decisions and changes in public
education that opened doors for educators and targeted greater diversity, men predominantly held
most superintendent positions in Texas and the United States (Bernal et al., 2017). The lack of
growth in the number of female superintendents in the last 20 years cast doubt on the eventual
parity of gender representation in the position without specific, female-centered strategies to
support change (Muñoz et al., 2018; Sampson et al., 2015).
The disparity between the number of men and women represented in the superintendency
did not align with women’s representation in other positions in public education, including
classroom and principal roles (Sampson et al., 2015). This chapter provided additional examples
of gender disparities in the superintendency in Texas school districts, including comparisons of
the credentials earned by men and women. A discussion of career pathways to the
superintendency between men and women followed. These essential pieces culminated in
describing the research problem, the purpose of the study, and the research question. The
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significance of the gap preceded the conceptual framework and definition of key terms relevant
to this treatise. Finally, the first chapter concluded with a description of the limitations and
delimitations of the study.
Multiple studies confirmed that women disproportionately outnumbered men in
elementary and central office leadership positions (Bernal et al., 2017). Additionally, female
educators in Texas entered and completed superintendent certification programs at higher rates
than their male counterparts (Davis & Bowers, 2019; Texas Education Agency, 2018).
According to the Texas Education Agency (2020), Texas awarded 2,719 superintendent
certificates between 2013 and 2019, with women earning 55% of all certificates overall.
However, their program completion and certification rates did not translate into more
women in the superintendency (Davis & Bowers, 2019; Gresham & Sampson, 2019; Wyland,
2016). Kowalski and Stouder (1999) noted an exception with an Indiana public schools study
where women rose to the top as internal candidates or after an invitation to apply due to their
highly qualified status. Men lead most Texas school districts (Texas Education Agency, 2020).
Between 2013 and 2018, men held over 76% of all superintendent positions (Texas Education
Agency, 2020). According to the Texas Education Agency (2020), between 2017 and 2018,
female superintendents led an average of 273 out of nearly 1,200 school districts in Texas.
The disparity between male and female superintendents in Texas was evident in their
pathways to the chief executive officer chair (Maranto et al., 2018). The career pathways of men
and women differed in several ways. Male and female instructional leaders took strikingly
different career pathways to the superintendency (Davis & Bowers, 2019). Traditional male
paths included teaching and serving in secondary administrative positions before transitioning to
a superintendent position (Davis & Bowers, 2019; Gresham & Sampson, 2019). In contrast,
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traditional female career pathways included elementary teaching and elementary administration,
followed by central office positions related to curriculum and instruction that would not
necessarily support landing a superintendent position (Davis & Bowers, 2019; Gresham &
Sampson, 2019; Maranto et al., 2019). Maranto et al. (2019) found that secondary leadership
required leaders to engage in activities that mirrored the superintendent’s expectations. The
perception of secondary leadership responsibilities and experience as the superintendent role’s
training ground favored men entering the superintendency earlier in their careers than women
(Davis & Bowers, 2019; Gresham & Sampson, 2019; Maranto et al., 2019).
Consequently, secondary school leadership’s perception as preparation for superintendent
roles supported a male advantage during the superintendent recruitment and selection process
(Davis & Bowers, 2019; Gresham & Sampson, 2019; Maranto et al., 2019). Unlike men who
transitioned to the superintendency after leading a high school, women traditionally transitioned
to central office leadership positions (Davis & Bowers, 2019; Gresham & Sampson, 2019;
Maranto et al., 2019). Sampson and Davenport (2010) found that historically, women had longer
tenures in positions preceding entry to the superintendency. The disparities in representation and
career pathways were symptoms of a more significant problem affecting female superintendents
(Davis & Bowers, 2019; Gresham & Sampson, 2019; Maranto et al., 2019).
Statement of the Problem
In an ideal educational landscape, men and women would have shared similar
opportunities, promotions, and entry levels along the succession pipeline leading to the
superintendent position in K–12 education. Equal representation of men and women would have
also been the norm in superintendent positions of school districts of various sizes and locations.
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Unfortunately, the reality was that disproportionately small numbers of women became
superintendents in Texas school districts. Complex barriers, including bias, norms, gatekeepers,
and other changes such as access to mentoring, self-efficacy, and agency, were the subject of
inquiry to identify obstacles to promoting women (Samuelson et al., 2019). Despite strong
instructional backgrounds, principal experience, longer tenures in central office roles, and higher
superintendent certification rates that made women stronger candidates, their selection for the
superintendency lagged woefully behind their male counterparts (Kowalski, 2013; Smith, 2020).
Increasing the number of women in superintendent roles could reduce negative perceptions of
women in leadership roles, reduce the limiting effects of barriers, and align organizations with
leadership strengths associated with positive outcomes (Glass & Cook, 2018).
Recommended strategies to support increasing the number of female superintendents
were not definitive. It was also challenging to find formulas for success that female aspirants
could follow to reach the top executive level in Texas schools. There were examples where
women pursued superintendent positions after receiving encouragement from a leader or
supervisor (Chisholm-Burns et al., 2017; Howard et al., 2017; Key et al., 2015). However,
mentoring was more frequently mentioned to support women’s leadership development (Bynum,
2015; Connell et al., 2015; Howard et al., 2017; Muñoz et al., 2018). Mentoring provided
affective and cognitive support for participants and job-embedded role models (Howard et al.,
2017; Muñoz et al., 2018). Mentoring provided role models for women to develop professional
pathways (Jackson & Bouchard, 2019; Muñoz et al., 2018). Women in corporate executive
positions described mentoring as a critical tool that increased their confidence in preparing for
the top executive role (Elias, 2018; Flabbi et al., 2019).
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Purpose of the Study
This study examined the relationship between agency, mentorship, and self-efficacy and
whether that relationship supported career advancement from the lens of current female
superintendents and mentors of females aspiring to the superintendency in Texas. Bynum and
Young (2015) argued that the absence of mentoring was a barrier to promoting female leaders.
Additionally, Higgins and Kram (2001) found that women were more likely to engage in
organizational behaviors that supported developing relationships with others over career
advancement.
Research Questions
RQ1: How do current female superintendents and mentors of female superintendents in
midsize to small rural districts in Northern, Central, and Southern Texas perceive that mentoring,
self-efficacy, and agency create a path to the superintendency?
RQ1a: What do current female superintendents and mentors of female superintendents in
Texas perceive as a motivating factor in their decision to pursue a superintendent position?
RQ1b: How do female superintendents and mentors of female superintendents in Texas
perceive agency in their decision to pursue a superintendency?
RQ1c: How do female superintendents and mentors of female superintendents in Texas
perceive mentoring in their decision to pursue a superintendency?
RQ1d: How do female superintendents and mentors of female superintendents in Texas
perceive self-efficacy in their decision to pursue a superintendency?
RQ2: What factors do current female superintendents and mentors of female
superintendents in midsize to small rural school districts in Northern, Central, and Southern
Texas perceive as influential factors to obtain a superintendent position?
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The qualitative design supported assessing if and how mentoring affected a woman’s
likelihood of becoming a superintendent (Granikov et al., 2020). The qualitative design also
informed how participants viewed their self-efficacy, agency, and role in promoting the
superintendency (Liou & Daly, 2020).
Definition of Key Terms
Agency. According to Bandura (2018), “Agency is the capability to reflect on oneself
and the adequacy of one’s capabilities, thoughts, and actions” (p. 131).
Barriers. Barriers are changes or obstacles that women must overcome to advance in the
workplace (Lyness & Grotto, 2018; Samuelson et al., 2019).
Case study. According to Robson and McCartan (2016), “A strategy for doing research
involves an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real-life
context using multiple sources of evidence” (p. 150).
Confidence in the workplace. Women express less confidence regarding their input in
the workplace (Eibl et al., 2020). Workplace confidence relates to the expectation of satisfying or
exceeding workplace goals (Eibl et al., 2020).
Gatekeepers. Gatekeepers are district leaders, elected officials, or recruiters who vet
individuals for superintendent positions (Bernal et al., 2017). Gatekeepers are less likely to select
women for superintendent positions (Bernal et al., 2017). Gatekeepers determine the success
potential of applicants (Lee et al., 2020b).
Independent town. Independent town is a classification for school districts based on
their location, population range of 25,000 to 99,000, and at least 70% of the enrollment within a
county while not meeting the criteria for other district types (Texas Education Agency, 2021b).
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Internal barriers. Internal barriers describe a lack of action resulting from aspects of an
individual’s beliefs or norms that prevents professional advancement (Sperandio & Devdas,
2015).
Major suburban. A district is classified as a major suburban district when the county
population is under 1.5 million residents, shares proximity to a major urban district, and has a
minimum enrollment of 4,500 students (Texas Education Agency, 2021b).
Major urban. School districts are considered major urban when the county population
exceeds 1.5 million residents and meets additional requirements for enrollment and the number
of economically disadvantaged students (Texas Education Agency, 2021b).
Mentoring. Mentoring interactions can follow diverse formats that combine teaching,
supporting, and guiding others (DeForge et al., 2019). Mentoring can also be relationshipfocused on experiences to facilitate career-related interactions (DeForge et al., 2019). Although it
may be included as an element of mentoring, sponsorship is different from mentoring due to
specific factors. The sponsor is also “an individual in a position of authority who uses their
influence intentionally to help others advance” (Single et al., 2018, p. 13). Higgins and Kram
(2001) differentiated the types of mentoring interactions addressed in mentor role theory and
clarified sponsorship as a type of mentoring interaction. More recent studies focus on the “career
preparation and emotional support” aspects of the mentoring relationship (Howard et al., 2017, p.
70). According to Helms et al. (2016), defining the relationship between mentoring and
sponsorship requires further study to compare and contrast the merits and limitations of each
concept.
Networking. Networking refers to intentional connections pursued and established to
support career advancement (Rho & Lee, 2018).
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Nonmetropolitan fast-growing. Nonmetropolitan fast-growing classifies school districts
based on their location, population growth of 20% or more over five years, and an enrollment
minimum of 300 students while not meeting the criteria of other district types (Texas Education
Agency, 2021b).
Nonmetropolitan stable. Nonmetropolitan stable classifies school districts that do not
meet the criteria for other district types but has enrollment counts comparable to the median
enrollment of school districts within the state (Texas Education Agency, 2021b).
Other central city. Other central city classifies school districts based on their location,
population, and major enrollment within a county while not meeting the criteria for a major
urban or major suburban school district (Texas Education Agency, 2021b).
Other central suburban. Other central suburban classifies school districts based on
enrollment, population, and proximity to the larger other central city school district, while not
meeting the criteria for school district types (Texas Education Agency, 2021b).
Perceived self-efficacy. Perceived self-efficacy describes an individual’s belief in their
ability to control their performance (Bandura, 2012).
Rural. Rural classifies school districts based on location, enrollment, and growth, where
the enrollment is at least 300 and less than 20% growth over five years (Texas Education
Agency, 2021b).
Self-efficacy. According to Bandura et al. (2001), “Self-efficacy is beliefs that form the
foundation of human motivation, well-being, and personal accomplishments” (p. 125). Beliefs
govern behaviors, including “how well they motivate themselves and persevere in the face of
adversities” (Bandura et al., 2001, p. 125).
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Sponsorship. Sponsorship refers to a mentoring component where a sponsor identifies an
individual’s skills and readiness for career advancement and exercises influence to recommend
and possibly influence the individual’s selection by potential employers in their network (Ayyala
et al., 2019). Higgins and Kram (2001) went a step further, emphasizing that, unlike mentoring,
sponsors “provide high amounts of career support, but low amounts of psychosocial support (p.
269).
Chapter 2 will address the study’s conceptual framework and its relationship to women in
the superintendency. Next, the chapter will provide an overview of historical changes in the
superintendent position and the historical place of women in the superintendency and delve
deeper into barriers and norms that continue to create a glass ceiling for female executive leaders
in Texas. Chapter 2 will conclude with findings in the literature on the effects of mentoring on
female leadership development.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Women outpace men in doctoral program enrollment, instructional preparation, and
curriculum expertise (Kowalski, 2013). Nevertheless, they struggle to become superintendents at
the same rate as men in Texas (Hill et al., 2020). The number of women in the role has only
increased marginally over the last two decades, and without changes, gender equity in the
superintendency could take decades (Connell et al., 2015). Gender disparities are not limited to
Texas but are a national problem. Many studies address gender disparity in the superintendency
without definitive findings or solutions. Much of the current research addresses barriers such as
bias, gender norms, gatekeepers, networking, perceptions, and possible solutions like mentoring
(Bernal et al., 2017; Heffernan & Wasonga, 2017; Muñoz et al., 2018).
Despite the many references to mentoring to support developing female executives in the
literature, the extant literature does not indicate if female leaders attributed their promotions to
their participation in mentoring. This study assesses whether current Texas female
superintendents believe mentoring relationships contributed to their selection. My goal was to
engage with current superintendents to study their experiences with mentoring and their
perceptions of how these interactions contributed to their current jobs. Hopefully, the results of
this study can inform changes needed at the Texas Education Agency to compel school districts
to adopt gender-inclusive hiring practices. Another expectation was that the results of this study
would lead to the reform of college preparation programs, decrease gatekeeper behaviors and
lead to the development of highly structured mentoring programs that prepare women to address
potential barriers to promotion to the superintendency.
There are five sections addressed in this chapter. The first section provides the conceptual
framework for the study featuring Bandura’s self-efficacy theory and its relationship to personal
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agency and goal attainment for women in leadership (Bandura, 2012). The second section
provides a historical overview of the superintendency in the United States, including the changes
women continue to navigate to earn the top spot. The third section will address powerful barriers
contributing to smaller numbers of women becoming superintendents. The subsequent section
explores mentoring research and its application to support women in leadership. The final section
addresses the rationale for increasing women in the superintendency and their inclusion. Selfefficacy and agency will feature in each stage based on results from extant research.
Literature Search Methods
After defining the problem, I began the search by outlining all the themes that were likely
to be relevant to the topic. The outline included over a dozen articles, including female leader
mentorship, female leaders’ self-efficacy, and female leader agency. Next, I made a list of the
themes specific to female superintendents, including barriers, female superintendents in Texas,
female superintendent attrition, and superintendent mentoring. After experiencing varying
degrees of success and struggling to manage and organize the literature, I structured the process
by designing a literature matrix organized by theme, topic, citation, American Psychological
Association (APA) reference, and source summary. Articles were listed by topic and the author’s
last name. The topics included background, benefits, bias, and career pathways. As new literature
was located and reviewed, it was cataloged in the matrix for quick reference. The themes and
topics provided search words and phrases to align the process. The criteria for selection included
the following parameters:
▪

Year: 2015–2021

▪

Types of studies: Qualitative and quantitative studies

▪

Types of publications: Books, journals, and dissertations
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▪

Researchers: Academic scholars

▪

Participants: Female superintendents, female executives

▪

Study focus: Mentoring, self-efficacy, agency

▪

Key concepts: Leader self-efficacy, mentoring leaders, leader agency

▪

Language: English

Finally, I excluded literature that was not relevant to the topics or not relevant to the study’s
goals.
Conceptual Framework Discussion
Self-efficacy, supported by agentic behaviors such as ambition and competitiveness, was
the conceptual framework for this research. According to Bandura (2015), “people’s beliefs in
their efficacy affect the type and level of goals they set for themselves and the strength of their
commitment to them” (p. 1026). However, Bandura (2018) also found that personal experiences,
positive and negative, affected a person’s self-efficacy. In addition to the impact of self-efficacy,
Bandura (2018) described personal agency as the ability to rely on one’s discipline or motivation
to set and accomplish goals. Lyness and Grotto (2018) defined agentic behaviors as “assertive,
competitive, and achievement-oriented” (p. 237). These agentic behaviors are usually associated
with male leaders (Lyness & Grotto, 2018).
Conversely, Lyness and Grotto (2018) argued that “communal attributes such as
nurturing, nice, and compassionate” typically describe female leadership (p. 237). Bandura
(2018) described “forethought, self-reactiveness, and self-reflectiveness” as three characteristics
of agency (p. 130). Forethought allows individuals to address current changes while planning for
desired outcomes (Bandura, 2018). Self-reactiveness will enable individuals to develop personal
rules to guide their actions and adjust to remain aligned with their principles (Bandura, 2018).
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Simultaneously, self-reflectiveness allows individuals to consider their effectiveness and
evaluate their behaviors to support effective decision-making (Bandura, 2018).
Low Self-Efficacy in Women
Van Der Roest et al. (2017) argued that some women have a persistent lack of confidence
in their professional competence, leading to competitiveness with other women. According to
Van Der Roest et al. (2017), “an individual’s innate confidence level was a key determinant in
workplace self-efficacy” (p. 12). Realizing that lack of self-confidence could result in
competitiveness with other women, identified women as an additional barrier to a woman’s
promotion to the superintendency. Faniko et al. (2021) found that when women adopt masculine
normative behaviors to support professional growth in male-dominated environments, they set
themselves apart from other women in the organization.
The finding was even more disturbing that women who had negative experiences as they
struggled to overcome professional barriers rising through the ranks were less likely to support
female subordinates (Faniko et al., 2021). The lack of women in the superintendency limits
women’s exposure to female mentors and role models who can support their promotion (Hill et
al., 2020). In contrast, men have ample access to networking, modeling, and mentoring
opportunities in higher numbers than women (Lyness & Grotto, 2018). These changes may
support the difficulty women encounter in obtaining female role models in executive leadership
positions and be an additional factor explored in the study.
The research indicated that women outnumber men in most educational roles, both within
and outside the classroom. However, the superintendency continues to be the most significant
educational role with limited female representation. The definition of self-efficacy and data that
supports the lack of women in superintendency provides direction for a large area of inquiry in
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this study. Addressing female-centered leadership behaviors and practices was difficult due to
limited research. A possible rationale for these behaviors was the gendered construct of
leadership. According to Lyness and Grotto (2018), “most of the scholarly literature has not
included women or addressed gender issues” (p. 230).
Self-efficacy was a significant factor in leadership development. It can be both an
advantage and a barrier because it speaks to a woman’s belief that she can successfully lead an
organization as the chief executive officer (Fitzsimmons & Callan, 2020; Gresham & Sampson,
2019). A similar argument was that a leader’s self-efficacy predicts organizational leadership
success (Whitt et al., 2015). Belief in the effectiveness of their leadership skills manifests in
student outcomes and organizational growth (Whitt et al., 2015). Additionally, leaders’ selfefficacy also affects their ability to develop solutions for underserved or low-performing students
(Whitt et al., 2015). Motivation to lead was a product of higher levels of self-efficacy (Van Der
Roest, 2017). This motivation determines if women seek opportunities for professional growth
and act on them when they are available (Fitzsimmons & Callan, 2020; Gresham & Sampson,
2019; Guillén et al., 2015).
Men and women acquire knowledge of norms and expectations during childhood, and
these norms affect male and female self-efficacy differently in the workplace (Abdullah et al.,
2020; Bandura, 2012). While men develop confidence and the motivation to engage in leadership
and decision-making, women may demonstrate insecurity and lack confidence in these situations
(Bandura, 2012; Eibl et al., 2020). As a result, female self-efficacy can manifest as an internal
barrier to the female leader’s engagement or avoidance of critical situations requiring effective
decision-making (Guillén et al., 2015; Hemmer & Elliff, 2020). Women are more likely to have
lower levels of self-efficacy and may compete with females rather than males in the workplace
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(Van Der Roest et al., 2017). Female leaders with strong self-efficacy are empowered to
effectively share ideas and express disagreements in the workplace (Bandura, 2012; Eibl et al.,
2020). Bandura’s research supports the long-term professional growth benefits of increased selfefficacy (Ali et al., 2018; Bandura, 2012). A review of perceived self-efficacy provides
additional clarity on the theory.
Perceived Self-Efficacy
Perceived self-efficacy addresses how individuals see and feel about their ability to
accomplish their pursuits (Bandura, 2015). Perceived self-efficacy also includes the motivation
to continue pursuing a goal when initial efforts are unsuccessful (Bandura, 2018). However, the
theory also acknowledges that other factors could affect motivation (Bandera, 2018). The way
women in leadership perceive their skills, talents, and abilities can determine whether they
continue to persevere in the face of failure or lower their expectations. According to Bandura
(2018), individuals with high-perceived self-efficacy see obstacles differently than those with
low perceived self-efficacy. Female leaders might apply and interview multiple times for
superintendent positions and view the experience as preparation for the next opportunity. In
contrast, other women may perceive the first rejection as a lack of readiness for the
superintendency.
The study’s self-efficacy and agentic behaviors such as ambition and confidence aim to
assess if the superintendent participants demonstrate these behaviors and report positive
mentoring experiences. The frequent inclusion in research of these behaviors as desirable
administrative traits made them ideal measures of perceived self-efficacy (Bowles et al., 2019;
Kapasi et al., 2016). Women in leadership positions can increase confidence in females desiring
promotion (Glass & Cook, 2018).
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Agency
According to Bandura (2012), agency refers “to the way that people exercise their
influence … to control conditions that affect their lives” (p. 12). Bandura (2012) further argued
that individuals could practice agency for their benefit or receive agentic intervention from a
more influential person in addressing agentic influence. Hill et al. (2020) asserted that female
leaders exercise agency based on their priorities. Hill et al. (2020) argued that although women
practice agency, the outcome of their choices was the lack of equal representation in the
superintendency.
Cheryan and Markus (2020) struck a more hopeful tone in their assertion that “cultures
are products of human agency and as such can be changed through human agency” (p. 1035). As
education and other industries continue to change and move toward greater collaboration and
communication, the need to engage more female leaders will increase (Cheryan & Markus,
2020). Women bring unique leadership skills that address the need for greater collaboration,
communication, and developing relationships that enhance workplace culture (Cheryan &
Markus, 2020).
Literature Review
Defining the Superintendency
The superintendency has been a male-dominated position since the 19th century (Muñoz
et al., 2018). During that period, men held over 90% of superintendent positions, earning higher
salaries, fulfilling clerical and managerial roles, and enjoying higher social status personally and
professionally (Muñoz et al., 2018). The superintendent was the highest-ranking leadership
position in a school district (Björk et al., 2018; Decman et al., 2018). The role consists of
multifaceted responsibilities that continue to evolve in response to societal and political demands
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(Björk et al., 2018; Decman et al., 2018; Hill & Jochim, 2018). According to the “2010 census,
superintendents lead over 13,000 local school districts” (Björk et al., 2018, p. 182). Kowalski
and Björk (2005) highlighted how the role of the superintendent has changed and shifted in
response to societal needs.
The superintendent’s role has continued to evolve. It stands at a crossroads, driven by the
need to transform school district organizational structures to meet 21st century needs and public
demand for quality programs (Björk et al., 2018). However, American school reform has
heightened the expectation that superintendents focus on instructional leadership and ever-rising
expectations to improve student outcomes (Kowalski & Björk, 2005). Authority, power, and
responsibility are a few of the critical elements contributing to the depth and complexity of the
position (Niño, 2018; Shields, 2017). Trustees elected by community members function as the
school district’s governing body, responsible for hiring, supervising, and evaluating the
superintendent (Björk et al., 2018). The number of trustees varies based on the school district’s
size, but they are responsible for enacting federal and state laws that govern education and the
implementation of district policies (Björk et al., 2018; Grissom & Mitani, 2016).
The superintendent addresses daily functional and organizational decision-making
necessary to implement the board’s goals, priorities, and vision for the school district (Björk et
al., 2018; Grissom & Mitani, 2016). Ideally, superintendents strive to develop a collaborative
relationship with the board to address the community’s instructional, fiscal, operational, and
governmental needs (Björk et al., 2018; Grissom & Mitani, 2016). As the chief executive, the
superintendent also engages in advocacy efforts at the state and national levels to respond to the
district’s short- and long-range goals and needs (Björk et al., 2018; Grissom & Mitani, 2016).
The theories of Björk et al. (2018), Decman et al. (2018), and Kowalski (2013) describe the
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urgency for superintendents to transform practices to end outdated top-down leadership styles
that stifle decision-making and collaboration.
Historical Role of the Female Superintendent
Although not the first woman appointed to the superintendent position, Ella Flagg Young
was undoubtedly one of the most influential women of the early 20th century as superintendent
of Chicago public schools (Blount, 2018). Ms. Young’s appointment converged with several
powerful societal changes, such as women’s suffrage, the first wave of the Great Migration of
African Americans to the North, and a transition from male- to female-dominated classrooms in
America (Blount, 2018). Her leadership style was ahead of her time, eschewing male
authoritarian leadership styles favoring collaborative leadership that valued teacher input
(Blount, 2018). Ms. Young also sought to innovate educational norms and traditions in
controversial areas such as racially integrated schools, sex education, and supporting
professional teacher organizations (Blount, 2018).
Ms. Young’s tenure, reformative efforts, and impact on the perception of women as
leaders were controversial and the exception in a position that men have exclusively dominated
for nearly 150 years (Blount, 2018). Instead of ushering in a period where more women entered
the superintendency, the inclusion of women in leadership declined with near-total exclusion
until mid-20th-century political movements. Legal changes bolstered the inclusion of women in
leadership (Björk et al., 2014). The work of (Skrla, 2000) has identified the changes women face
in administration. According to Skrla (2000), “female public school superintendents work in
what the U.S. Department of Labor has described as the most gender stratified executive position
in the country (p. 612). Gullo and Sperandio (2020) describe barriers affecting women but not
evident in the male experience as “second-generation gender bias” (p. 3). Despite extensive

23
professional and educational backgrounds, women still lack the ready networks and promotion
pathways available to their male counterparts (Gullo & Sperandio, 2020). Women aspiring to the
superintendency have to overcome many obstacles to earn the job. Various researchers found
that the barriers were present for women in education and other career fields.
The Leadership Pipeline
Hill et al. (2020) and Willie et al. (2018) found that agentic behaviors influenced
promotion and leadership pathways. Their research also indicated that the perception that women
lacked agentic qualities created disadvantages in their promotion to the superintendency (Hill et
al., 2020; Willie et al., 2018). Based on its potential impact on female career pathways, the
agency’s impact on promotion merits inquiry. An executive team or cabinet supports the
superintendent’s role by leading the departments responsible for developing and managing
district finances, adequate staffing of all district personnel, maintenance and operation of district
facilities, designing and monitoring effective instruction, and communication with internal and
external stakeholders (Björk et al., 2018).
Executive team members have various titles, including deputy superintendent, chief, or
assistant superintendent (Björk et al., 2018). They lead with guidance from the superintendent
and provide continuous reports of progress, needs, or changes in the district (Björk et al., 2018).
The executive team’s size and complexity vary with district size and conditions (Björk et al.,
2018). In smaller districts, the superintendent may need a broad skill set to take on additional
functions that multiple executive team members would fulfill in larger school districts (Björk et
al., 2018). Executive team experience can be a stepping-stone to the superintendency but does
not guarantee promotion to the position.
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Career Pathways
There was no uniform pathway of professional experience for superintendents. Beyond
certification, school boards determine if a candidate is the right “fit” to lead their district.
Moreover, current literature supports differences in the career pathways chosen by men and
women aspiring to the superintendency (Connell et al., 2015; Sampson et al., 2015). Before
applying for superintendent positions, prevalent male pathways include teaching and secondary
campus leadership (Gresham & Sampson, 2019). However, women’s common career pathways
include elementary education, elementary campus leadership, and district-level leadership
(Gresham & Sampson, 2019). These pathway differences also result in male promotion
trajectories that outpace the promotion timeline for female leaders aspiring to the same position
(Connell et al., 2015; Sampson et al., 2015).
Career pathway patterns and differences between the number of male and female
superintendents in Texas become paradoxical when comparing the proportion of males and
females in other campus and district level positions (Jarrett et al., 2018; Sampson et al., 2015). In
2014, female principals made up 62.59% of all principals (Texas Education Agency, 2020). By
2018, the ranks of female principals in Texas had increased to 64.81% (Texas Education
Agency, 2020). The literature also supports women outnumbering men in the classroom and
central office positions (Davis & Bowers, 2019).
Barriers
Women are the minority in the superintendency at both the national and state levels. A
recent study published by the School Superintendents Association found that the percentage of
women in the superintendent chair has only increased slightly between 2010 and 2020, from
24.1% to 26.68% (Starr et al., 2021). A significant gap exists between the number of men and

25
women who lead K–12 public school districts in Texas (Padgett, 2015). During the 2018–2019
school year, the Texas Education Agency reported that approximately 278 women served as
superintendents of a Texas public school district (Donaldson, 2018). Considering there are over
1,025 school districts in Texas, excluding charter schools, the small number of women
occupying the superintendency requires additional inquiry (Ross, 2015; Texas Education
Agency, 2020b, 2022b). This section will outline many of the barriers women face in becoming
superintendents.
The literature provides several examples of barriers that may contribute to the low
number of female superintendents (Bono et al., 2017; DiCanio et al., 2016; Heffernan &
Wasonga, 2017). Internal barriers, including life choices, networking behaviors, and external
barriers that include gender bias and gatekeepers, contribute to fewer female superintendents
(Bono et al., 2017; DiCanio et al., 2016; Heffernan & Wasonga, 2017).
Gatekeepers. A surprising finding in the literature was that women also behave as
gatekeepers toward female subordinates (Arvate et al., 2018). According to Arvate et al. (2018),
“women consider other women to be their natural allies” (p. 535). Conversely, the literature
indicates indicated that the premise of female allegiance was misguided (Arvate et al., 2018;
Derks et al., 2016). Another finding was that exposure to other female leaders should positively
affect confidence and self-efficacy (Arvate et al., 2018). However, experiencing women as
gatekeepers was detrimental to the female aspirant and the organization due to the lack of
innovation resulting from homophily (Derks et al., 2016).
Women may experience gatekeeping from a variety of different groups. Search firms
tend to promote male candidates over female candidates for executive leadership positions due to
gender bias (Bernal et al., 2017; Dwivedi et al., 2018; Jarrett et al., 2018). Search firms recruit
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and scrutinize superintendent candidates to support school boards with the hiring process (Bernal
et al., 2017; Dwivedi et al., 2018; Jarrett et al., 2018). Search firms also recommend candidates
for the board’s consideration (Bernal et al., 2017; Dwivedi et al., 2018; Jarrett et al., 2018). The
literature supports that search firms are less likely to recommend female candidates to school
districts seeking to fill a superintendent position (Bernal et al., 2017; Dwivedi et al., 2018; Jarrett
et al., 2018). As a result, school boards can be reluctant to consider women for superintendent
positions and may believe that women lack the skills to succeed (Bernal et al., 2017; Sampson et
al., 2015). Community members may also act as gatekeepers and harbor perceptions that men are
better suited to address the superintendent position’s rigors (Bernal et al., 2017).
Notwithstanding, women may also act as gatekeepers by failing to mentor and champion other
women in leadership positions (Sampson et al., 2015).
Gender Bias. Can candidates perceive when gender bias has occurred? Awareness of the
issue was one of the study’s questions. Additionally, what can a female candidate do to best
position herself to avoid the effects of gender bias? Gender bias has been a persistent barrier to
selecting women for superintendent jobs (Bono et al., 2017; DiCanio et al., 2016; Heffernan &
Wasonga, 2017). Historically, superintendents have been predominantly male (Muñoz et al.,
2014). The preference for male executives could be due to the perception of women as less
capable of managing specific responsibilities (Bernal et al., 2017; Jarrett et al., 2018). Some
stakeholders believe women lack the financial acumen to manage large district budgets (Davis &
Bowers, 2019). There are stereotypes and perceptions that women are unsuited for leadership
positions (Bernal et al., 2017; Maranto et al., 2019).
However, perceptions of the skills needed for secondary school administration support
the stereotype that men are more knowledgeable and capable of addressing school finance
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changes (Bernal et al., 2017; Jarrett et al., 2018). Women also struggle with stereotypes
regarding their lack of desire to lead a large organization (Heffernan & Wasonga, 2017; Rho &
Lee, 2018). According to Chisholm-Burns et al. (2017), women represent less than 5% of chief
executive officers in the United States. The small number of female executive leaders in
corporate settings also contributes to gender bias in the superintendency (Chisholm-Burns et al.,
2017).
Gendered Perceptions. Gendered perceptions continue to be a significant barrier for
women in leadership. Gender was a barrier for female executives. The prevalence of gendered
constructs of agentic behaviors or gendered expectations associated with male-dominated
professions may promote more resistance to women in some settings (Heffernan & Wasonga,
2017; Klatt, 2014). Researchers suggested that women in leadership roles should implement
intentional actions to change gendered perceptions of female leaders in the superintendency and
other industries (Chisholm-Burns et al., 2017; DiCanio et al., 2016). A changing aspect of the
superintendent’s role in the literature was that the selection of women still meets with resistance
(Bernal et al., 2017; Connell et al., 2015; Shen & Joseph, 2021).
Historically, males held most superintendent positions, while women held various
supportive leadership roles at the campus and district levels (Sampson et al., 2015). School
districts in Texas have had limited experiences with female leaders (Gresham & Sampson,
2019). The perception that men are better suited for the job has been difficult for women to
overcome (Bernal et al., 2017; Gresham & Sampson, 2019).
Gendered perceptions are more challenging to overcome in small rural school districts in
Texas, where women adhere to traditional gender norms (Klatt, 2014). At the beginning of the
21st century, women held only 24% of superintendent roles nationally (Gresham & Sampson,
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2019). Female superintendents in Texas public schools only comprised 22.9% in 2013, which
was still lower than the national average (Texas Education Agency, 2020). According to the
Texas Education Agency (2020), in 2014, there were 267 women in superintendent positions
across the state. By 2018, the number of women in top executive positions had only grown to
278 in four years (Texas Education Agency, 2018). The lack of women in the superintendency
perpetuates the belief that women are not suited or lack the skill for the role.
Gender Roles. Another barrier for women entering the superintendent role was personal
choices based on gender roles that result in postponing or declining career advancement
opportunities in conflict with family needs (Garrett-Staib & Burkman, 2015; Klatt, 2014). The
expectation that women prioritize home and family over changing and time-consuming executive
leadership opportunities persists (Klatt, 2014; Robinson & Shakeshaft, 2015; Sampson et al.,
2015). When family obligations become pressure points, women may choose to postpone career
advancement to favor a supportive role that accommodates home and parenting responsibilities
(Garrett-Staib & Burkman, 2015; Klatt, 2014). Superintendent jobs require aspirants to move
frequently due to the shorter tenure cycle or job requirements (Klatt, 2014; McHenry-Sorber &
Budge, 2018; O’Connor & Vaughn, 2018). In contrast, gender roles may propel men to lead the
households through career advancement (Garrett-Staib & Burkman, 2015; Klatt, 2014).
Gender roles and life choices also increase the likelihood that women will forgo
relocating for career advancement (Garrett-Staib & Burkman, 2015). Women are less likely to
relocate if it creates barriers to supporting their spouse’s career pathway (Bernal et al., 2017;
Klatt, 2014; Robinson & Shakeshaft, 2015). Moreover, women may be reluctant to seek a
superintendent position that requires relocation while raising young children or perceiving the
move would create stress for their families (Garrett-Staib & Burkman, 2015). The desire to avoid
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destabilizing the home and straining spousal relationships was a difficult barrier to overcome
(Heffernan & Wasonga, 2017; Klatt, 2014). Additionally, men’s level of support from their
spouses when they occupy leadership positions contrasts with women’s experiences in similar
jobs (Klatt, 2014; Robinson & Shakeshaft, 2015). The superintendent’s role demands may hurt
work-life balance, health, and relationships (Klatt, 2014; Robinson & Shakeshaft, 2015).
Successful female superintendents are more likely to be single or divorced, while marriage and
traditional family values are expectations for males (Domenech, 2016).
Mentoring. Researchers agreed that leadership mentoring could lead to positive
outcomes, including increased self-efficacy and agency (Brue & Brue 2016). The mentoring
experience increases workplace commitment, confidence, and professional growth (Ragins,
2016). Mentoring was a supportive strategy used to support leadership pipeline development
(Copeland & Calhoun, 2014). One of the goals of this study was to determine if participants
experienced mentoring or any other type of supportive professional interaction. Another goal
was to determine if participants attributed their success to mentoring or supportive interactions.
Women lack access to mentoring opportunities that provide exposure to job-embedded
growth opportunities for promotion (Copeland & Calhoun, 2014). According to Brue and Brue
(2016), because women are less likely to engage in male-dominated professional constructs such
as professional organizations, they are less likely to access mentoring. Given that preservice
mentoring could support preparing individuals for future leadership opportunities, one could
infer that it would significantly improve women’s opportunities for promotion (Copeland &
Calhoun, 2014). Mentoring provides multiple support levels, including professional guidance
and affective support, to address stressors that compromise superintendent performance
(DiCanio et al., 2016).
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Additionally, mentoring can motivate more women to pursue superintendent positions
(Copeland & Calhoun, 2014). Corporations have consistently used mentoring to support
developing leadership pipelines and retaining talent within the organization (Bynum & Young,
2015). However, to be successful, the mentoring relationship must include frequent
communication and strategies to promote and advocate for the mentee (Bynum & Young, 2015).
Mentoring is a multifaceted practice that may consist of various activities aimed at
training, coaching, advising, observing, providing exposure to opportunities, and ultimately
collaborating with the mentee to chart a path to future promotion (Bynum & Young, 2015). The
coaching aspect of mentoring promotes motivation and empowers recipients to develop
leadership confidence (Bonneywell, 2017). Brue and Brue (2016) argued that replicating male
referenced induction and coaching processes did not bolster female leaders’ success and may
exclude them from leadership opportunities. Instead, women thrive in coaching environments
focused on “relational connections, authenticity, self-awareness, and personal agency” (Brue &
Brue, 2016, p. 77).
Networking. Networking by male leaders is a typical agentic behavior (Kuwabara et al.,
2020; van den Brink & Benschop, 2014). Researchers agreed that networking is an exclusionary
tool that favors male candidates over female superintendent candidates (Kuwabara et al., 2020;
van den Brink & Benschop, 2014). Besides life choices, networking behaviors also affect the
likelihood of a woman’s promotion to the superintendency (Lee et al., 2020b; Petridou et al.,
2017; Rho & Lee, 2018). Men and women hold different views regarding the purpose of
networking (Rho & Lee, 2018).
Men engage in networking behaviors to secure future positions, whereas women network
to access skills and information supporting their leaders’ growth (Rho & Lee, 2018). Male
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leaders enjoy access to male-dominated professional networks and utilize their positions to grow
their networks (Rho & Lee, 2018). Men also maximize the supportive structures provided by
networking and mentoring to increase the likelihood that these connections will facilitate career
advancement (Lee et al., 2020b; Rho & Lee, 2018). Furthermore, men see networking as a
necessary element for professional growth and invest time cultivating networking relationships
before entering the superintendency (Rho & Lee, 2018).
Women are less likely to pursue networking opportunities or engage individuals who
could support future career aspirations by adhering to gender roles and limited female executive
role models (Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; Rho & Lee, 2018). When they engage in networking
behaviors, women tend to engage in growth opportunities not necessarily associated with career
advancement (Athanasopoulou et al., 2018; Rho & Lee, 2018). While men pursue networking
behaviors before becoming superintendents, women often engage in networking behaviors after
entering the superintendent role (Maranto et al., 2019; Sampson, 2018). The literature supports
that waiting longer to engage in networking behaviors places women at a disadvantage in
pursuing the superintendency (Maranto et al., 2019; Sampson, 2018). The lack of access to
professional networks results in compensation disparities, with males earning higher
superintendent salaries than their female counterparts (Heffernan & Wasonga, 2017). The impact
of mentoring touches every aspect of professional development, including tenure, advancement,
and relationships (Brue & Brue, 2016).
Sponsorship. Women lack the direct support that sponsorship provides through access to
learning opportunities, personalized employment recommendations, and networking
interventions that separates them from other applicants (Charland & Murphy, 2018). Sponsorship
is a robust supportive relationship between an individual and an influential member of an
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organization with the clout to leverage their position to protect and promote the individual
(Ayyala et al., 2019). The ability to protect, promote and leverage influence for an individual
differentiates it from the criteria typically associated with mentoring relationships, including
increasing confidence, guidance, professional orientation, and support (Ayyala et al., 2019). The
fundamental differences between mentorship and sponsorship highlight an advantage in maledominated superintendent circles, giving men access to benefactors who intervene and utilize
their networks to advocate on their behalf (Charland & Murphy, 2018).
Single et al. (2018) found that sponsorship is one of the essential mentoring components
that women need to access to increase promotions and professional growth. The sponsorship
aspect of mentoring is critical to promoting continuous career growth and development (Kroll,
2016). Sponsors can facilitate introductions to influential partners and put protégés on a potential
employer’s radar (Bynum & Young, 2015). Without access to mentors with these characteristics,
women cannot benefit from sponsorship’s advantages (Kroll, 2016). The inclusion of
sponsorship in the mentoring relationship separates effective from less effective mentoring
relationships due to the long-term professional benefits afforded (Jackson & Bouchard, 2019).
According to Kroll (2016), women are less likely to engage in sponsor behaviors and more likely
to focus on advocacy behaviors such as resume development that, while beneficial, may not
provide the same level of direct intervention provided by sponsorship.
Why More Female Superintendents?
Increasing the number of female superintendents provides needed expertise to address
students’ evolving needs and dynamic organizations (Allred et al., 2017). Choi et al. (2018)
argued that when more women occupy leadership positions in male-dominated organizations, it
decreases the gendered behaviors that perpetuate male-dominated leadership pipelines. The
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addition of women in leadership also increases gender diversity (Choi et al., 2018). However, a
critical argument is that increasing female leadership in organizations improves ethical practices
by disrupting gendered norms (Choi et al., 2018).
Women’s career pathways include a greater emphasis on postgraduate learning and
supporting curriculum and instruction (Howard et al., 2017). Since No Child Left Behind, school
systems have rapidly transformed to close achievement gaps and develop responsive
instructional practices (Decman et al., 2018). The advent of educational reform creates an
advantage for women due to their extensive instructional backgrounds. The comprehensive
professional and instructional backgrounds of female leaders, combined with district leadership
roles, ensure the skills required for success as a superintendent (Glass & Cook, 2018). Women
are also more likely to embrace leadership styles that support inclusivity and a focus on
interpersonal engagement, which are desirable as districts continue to evolve to support student
outcomes (Glass & Cook, 2018; Sampson, 2018). Female leaders enhance diversity through their
experiences, perspectives, and skills in ways that support significant education reform and
innovation (Glass & Cook, 2018).
Chapter Summary
Self-efficacy is a strong determinant of leader success and organizational success (Whitt
et al., 2015). It is traditionally higher in males who benefit from access to historically maledominated professional constructs. Women aspiring to the superintendency may struggle to
achieve the same level of self-efficacy in the absence of successful female role models and
access to supportive structures like mentoring. Increasing access to preservice mentoring for
female superintendent aspirants is essential to increasing their numbers in the role (Copeland &
Calhoun, 2014). This study aimed to determine if and how mentoring, self-efficacy, and agency
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supported current female superintendents in acquiring their positions. The literature review
described recent studies supporting the case for access to mentoring for female leaders and the
practice’s motivational and long-term professional benefits. The literature review also revealed
the gender norms and constructs that differentiate the self-efficacy of men and women. Chapter 3
will describe the methodology for a qualitative case study accomplished through structured
interviews with four current female superintendents in Texas, revisit the research question, and
provide an overview of the procedures used to select participants and gather and analyze the
data.
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Chapter 3: Research Method
This qualitative study examined the relationship between agency, mentorship, and selfefficacy and whether that relationship supported career advancement from the lens of current
female superintendents and mentors of females aspiring to the superintendency in Texas (Kroll,
2016). Previous studies emphasized the benefit of mentoring for emerging leaders and the
importance of self-efficacy in supporting success attainment (Carleton et al., 2018; Chen &
Hong, 2020). Previous studies also explored how experiences and norms could have a chilling
effect on an individual’s agency related to personal and career choices (Gregory, 2020; Hill et
al., 2020). In addition to exploring the relationship between agency, mentoring, and self-efficacy
in the female promotion to the superintendency, the study sought to assess commonalities
between female superintendents’ perceptions and those of female superintendents’ mentors.
Finally, the study aimed to learn how both participant groups perceived the effects of agency,
mentoring, and self-efficacy on females selected for superintendent positions.
Researchers have described various changes women faced in becoming superintendents
due to gendered norms and perceptions (Bernal et al., 2017; Connell et al., 2015; Kapasi et al.,
2016). Despite numerous changes in education and the significant representation of women in
the classroom, campus leadership, and district administrative positions, women continued to lag
behind their male counterparts in filling superintendent positions (Bernal et al., 2017; Grossane
& Tatum, 2019; Lyness & Grotto, 2018). Additionally, although mentoring, self-efficacy, and
agency appeared in the literature as essential factors for leadership and career goal attainment,
the extant literature did not describe if and how they could support increasing female
superintendents (Brue & Brue, 2016; Howard et al., 2017; Murphy & Asher, 2016).
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Understanding how these causal factors affected current female superintendents in Texas
supported the goals of this study.
Assessing women’s desire to lead required greater clarity regarding how agency,
mentoring, and self-efficacy affected the development of leadership traits (Chen & Hong, 2020;
Ford, 2019; Kanat-Maymon et al., 2020). Furthermore, contextualizing participants’ experiences
required defining internal and external factors that supported or prevented leadership
opportunities (Ford, 2019; Kanat-Maymon et al., 2020). While internal factors resided within
individual self-perception, external factors were associated with positive outcomes after
engaging in a task or activity (Ford, 2019; Kanat-Maymon et al., 2020; Whitt et al., 2015).
Bandura (2006) described intentionality, forethought, self-reactiveness, and self-reflectiveness as
the core components of agency. Bandura (2006) argued that agency influenced individuals’
perceptions of past and future constructs. The mentoring relationship was where “a specific
person with designated expertise was assigned to guide a newer, less experienced protégé” (Reis
& Grady, 2020, p. 32). Self-efficacy described women’s motivational benefits when fulfillment
was an outcome (Ford, 2019; Whitt et al., 2015).
The qualitative interviews and resulting narratives supported investigating if agency,
mentoring, and self-efficacy could increase female superintendents’ numbers (Chen & Hong,
2020; Granikov et al., 2020). Determining how women acted on the desire to lead required
analyzing subjective data obtained through qualitative methods. The following section describes
the research design and process, population, instrumentation, data collection method,
researcher’s approach, assumptions, ethical considerations, limitations, and delimitations.
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Research Design and Method
This study aimed to gather the stories, perceptions, and experiences of current female
superintendents in Texas and individuals who mentored females aspiring to the superintendency
to determine if agency, mentoring, and self-efficacy influenced women seeking superintendent
positions. Applying a qualitative approach opened the door to diverse responses that informed
and supported learning about the participant’s perspectives, reflections, experiences, and traits
that contributed to their professional outcomes (Granikov et al., 2020; Levitt et al., 2018; Wilhite
et al., 2018). A conceptual framework including agency, mentoring, and self-efficacy provided
opportunities to add to current research from the lens of female superintendents and mentors of
female superintendents. These concepts appeared in prior research on leadership and gender
(Chen & Hong, 2020; Reis & Grady, 2020; Walker & Yip, 2018).
Case Study
Analyzing stories, perceptions, and experiences of women superintendents and the
mentors of women superintendents was essential to answering the “why” and “how” questions in
developing a case study (Yin, 2014, p. 27). Case study research facilitates profound analysis of
phenomena in a qualitative context (Bhatta, 2018; Yin, 2014). Each research question addressed
specific phenomena and required a detailed analysis of the participants’ recollections and
experiences to support a subsequent interpretation of the conceptual framework (Bhatta, 2018).
The case study method allowed me to provide additional information to the literature regarding
women superintendents (Gregory, 2020; Yin, 2014).
A case study with pluralistic methods included a survey, an interview, and a thematic
analysis aligned with the interpretive framework selected to assess the phenomenon of this study
(Shaw et al., 2019). Surveys conducted with female superintendents in Texas facilitated
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identifying themes and questions during face-to-face semistructured interviews (Bloomberg &
Volpe, 2019; Simons, 2020). Semistructured interviews with current female superintendents and
mentors in Texas were gathered, and their experiences were interpreted and supported a deep
understanding of reported agentic behaviors, mentoring, and self-efficacy (Bloomberg & Volpe,
2019; Jackson, 2019). Semistructured interviews facilitated going into greater depth or
narrowing the scope of responses as participants reflected on their perceptions and experiences
(Morse, 2020). However, a qualitative approach included fewer research subjects, and the data
gathered through interviews produced complex ideas, themes, and narratives derived from the
experiences of each participant (Levitt et al., 2018).
The thematic analysis completed from survey responses and interviews facilitated
interpreting participant responses and identified commonalities in the data (Bhatta, 2018). The
thematic analysis supported a structured analysis of the data by grouping themes or concepts
(Attride-Stirling, 2001). However, it is essential to note that the advantage of a case study
approach was the facilitation of interpreting the overarching questions of this study (Bhatta,
2018). The case study approach assessed many different perspectives and descriptions from
participants with first-hand knowledge of the phenomenon (Simons, 2009).
Agency was one of the concepts that supported the study’s theoretical framework.
Agency refers to the “influence and choices” within a person’s reach that they applied
individually or through another’s support (Elder, 1994, p. 6). Van den Brink and Benschop
(2014) found that agency was a mitigating factor in the networking practices of female leaders.
Self-efficacy and agency required additional scrutiny due to the limited current literature that
addressed both phenomena in superintendent leadership and their possible impact on gender
inequities in the hiring process (Gresham & Sampson, 2019).
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The descriptive approach used in case studies promoted a comparative analysis of the
personal experiences of several female superintendents and female superintendent mentors
specific to how they perceived the impact of mentoring, self-efficacy, and agency on women
becoming superintendents (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Yazan, 2015). Case studies also
supported participants by sharing their experiences before and after becoming superintendents
(Yazan, 2015). Case study analysis allowed direct interaction with participants, gathered their
stories, and developed summaries that presented their realities in the study (Yazan, 2015).
Mentoring was the second concept supporting the theoretical framework of the study.
Walker and Yip (2018) defined mentoring as the advocacy, coaching, and supportive interaction
between an experienced individual and a less experienced individual. Kathy Kram led initial
research on mentoring in the workplace and provided early definitions of the concept (Bonica &
Bewley, 2019). Stokes et al. (2021) argued that it was also essential to understand the
relationship between mentoring and coaching and the temporal aspect of both. Mentoring was
more loosely bound to timeframes and occurred over less formally established periods.
Coaching was more formal and may have had time constraints due to the need to acquire
a skill or prepare for experiences where timing was a factor (Stokes et al., 2021). This inherent
difference between mentoring and coaching created a temporal dimension for mentoring
relationships within the context of the mentee’s needs (Stokes et al., 2021). Female leadership
development was frequently attributed to mentoring access (Turner-Moffatt, 2019). More
importantly, having a mentor and access to the learning and connections of a senior leader
provided women with the motivation to pursue leadership roles (Turner-Moffatt, 2019).
Access to mentors of the same gender allowed emerging leaders to develop confidence
and a model for their leadership development (Muñoz et al., 2018). However, access to a mentor
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was not enough to create successful leaders. Effective mentorship improves a leader’s ability to
reflect and enhance agentic behaviors and self-efficacy (Seibert et al., 2017). Hill et al. (2020)
found that the lack of women in the superintendency was a barrier to female leaders having
access to a mentor. Case study analysis supported determining if mentoring was essential for
preparing and motivating women to seek and enter leadership positions (Hill et al., 2020).
Self-efficacy was the third concept supporting the theoretical framework for the study.
Bandura (2012) defined self-efficacy as “beliefs influencing how well people motivate
themselves and persevere in the face of difficulties through the goals they set for themselves,
their outcome expectations, and causal attributions for their successes and failures” (p. 13).
According to self-efficacy theory, it was unnecessary to convince women who wanted to
be superintendents that they had the capacity and skill set to lead effectively (Kanat-Maymon et
al., 2020; Whitt et al., 2015). The interview process supported an inductive and reflective process
where participants could discuss their perceptions, beliefs, and experiences with self-efficacy
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Jackson, 2019). As they responded to interview questions,
superintendents and mentors described their experiences with mentoring and perceptions of their
self-efficacy. The study aimed to identify common themes and findings that could decrease
gender disparities in the superintendency.
Research Questions
This study examined the relationship between agency, mentorship, and self-efficacy and
whether that relationship supported career advancement from the lens of current female
superintendents and mentors of females aspiring to the superintendency in Texas.
Two overarching questions were central to this inquiry.

41
RQ1: How do current female superintendents and mentors of female superintendents in
midsize to small rural districts in Northern, Central, and Southern Texas perceive that mentoring,
self-efficacy, and agency create a path to the superintendency?
RQ2: What factors do current female superintendents and mentors of female
superintendents in midsize to small rural school districts in Northern, Central, and Southern
Texas perceive as influential factors to obtain a superintendent position?
Context of Study
Methodology
The qualitative and descriptive case study approach supported assessing if and how
mentoring affected a woman’s likelihood of becoming a superintendent (Granikov et al., 2020).
The descriptive case study informed how participants viewed their self-efficacy, agency, and role
in obtaining a superintendent position (Liou & Daly, 2020). The case study supported the
interpretation of each participant’s individual experience and perspectives regarding those
experiences (Tasci et al., 2020). One of the reported disadvantages of the case study approach is
the consistent interpretation of interview responses (Gregory, 2020). However, using a thematic
approach in analyzing all the narratives decreased the likelihood of errors or omissions in
interpreting responses (Gregory, 2020).
Population and Setting
There are 1,021 public school districts in Texas (Texas Education Agency, 2021a). Male
superintendents comprised 81% of superintendents, compared to 19% of female superintendents
in the state (Texas Association of School Boards [TASB], 2021). In 2021, approximately 193
school districts in Texas were led by female superintendents (Texas Education Agency, 2021a).
In this study, the districts led by women in Texas varied from major suburban, other central
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cities, suburban, nonmetropolitan stable, and independent towns (Texas Education Agency,
2021b). All current women superintendents in Texas received invitations to participate in the
survey portion of the study. However, participation in the interview was limited to a small group
of current female superintendents in Texas. The complexity of individual settings, including
district size and location within the state, made it unlikely that study outcomes could be
generalized for female superintendents in other states (Morse, 2020). Due to the small sample of
women in the position, I sent survey participation invitations for current female superintendents
throughout Texas via personalized email followed by a phone call.
The study population also included male and female mentors of female superintendents.
The Texas Council of Women School Executives was a resource for this study due to its status as
a statewide professional organization for female educational leaders and women aspiring to
become superintendents (Texas Council of Women School Executives [TCWSE], 2019). Texas
Council of Women School Executives has provided women with services and professional
growth opportunities, including networking and mentoring (TCWSE, 2019). Current and former
superintendents participating in TCWSE mentored current and aspiring female superintendents.
N2 Learning (n.d.) was another professional organization identified for this study due to its focus
on the growth and development of educational leaders through its annual Executive Leadership
Institute. N2 Learning served educational leaders of both genders through retired female and
male superintendents mentoring current and aspiring superintendents. I contacted mentors within
both organizations who were currently mentoring female superintendents, those with prior
experience mentoring female superintendents, or experience mentoring female superintendent
aspirants for participation regardless of location in Texas via email or phone.
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Participants had the option of selecting a convenient time when they were least likely to
encounter disruptions, preferably outside the workday. Although interruptions were impossible
to predict, participants’ scheduling flexibility and convenience yielded minimal disruptions.
Additionally, allowing participants to select their interview time provided them with an added
opportunity to speak in a private space to protect confidentiality. The goal was to provide
participants with an environment where they felt secure and open to sharing their reflections.
Study Sample
A purposeful sample size of seven female superintendents and six mentors of female
superintendents in Texas supported exploring the diverse and complex themes from data
gathered through the survey, interviews, and thematic analysis that was the case study’s basis
(Morse, 2020). Some participants were purposefully selected based on their gender, leadership
role, and employment in Texas. Other participants were purposefully selected based on their
gender and experience mentoring female superintendents. Purposeful sampling was used to
determine specific participants in the study (Levitt et al., 2018). Purposeful sampling was
advantageous for this study’s context because it facilitated selecting or including study
participants whose experiences aligned with the study phenomenon (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019).
However, all current female superintendents in Texas were invited via email to complete
a 15-question survey with open-ended questions (Levitt et al., 2018). The survey questions
allowed current female superintendents in Texas to reflect and share their perceptions. The
survey responses also informed the selection of participants for interviews, common themes in
answers, and guided questions used for in-person audio interviews via Zoom. Survey participants
indicated their years of experience in the superintendency and district enrollment.
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Ideally, female superintendents selected for interviews had two or more years of
experience in the superintendency. They also represented different school district types ranging
from major suburban to nonmetropolitan stable (Texas Education Agency, 2021b). New
superintendents may not have had sufficient time to reflect and assign meaning to their
experiences (Roberts, 2020). Another issue that led to selecting superintendent participants with
two or more years was the change in perception as a person learns and has new experiences
(Roberts, 2020). Mentors with two or more years of experience supporting female
superintendents were invited to participate in individual interviews via Zoom. The professional
organizations mentioned in this study possess information regarding the professional background
and years of experience members serving in that capacity. Increasing the number of mentor
interview participants was hampered by a lack of access to a formal database or organization
containing publishing information.
Moreover, six male and female superintendent mentors were purposefully selected based
on their roles in professional organizations supporting Texas superintendent development
(TCWSE, 2019). Mentors were invited to participate in individual interviews via Zoom, phone,
or person. The purpose of gathering data from mentors was to assess any similarities or
differences between their reflections and those shared by female superintendents regarding the
traits, experiences or factors that influenced their success in obtaining a superintendent position
(Wilhite et al., 2018).
Each of the 13 purposefully sampled participants received formal email invitations in
conjunction with personal phone calls to request their participation in the study. Both
communications described the study’s purpose, goal, and methodology (Roberts, 2020).
Interviews occurred via Zoom audio, meeting for 45 minutes to one hour. Phone and in-person
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interviews were alternatives provided to participants unable to access Zoom or virtual call
platforms. Open-ended questions with several follow-up questions obtained background,
experience, and preparation information from each participant, along with their unique
perspectives regarding how the influence of mentoring, self-efficacy, and agency contributed to
their promotion to the superintendent position.
Materials and Instruments
An invitation to participate in the study was shared electronically with all participants
(Padgett, 2015). The invitation included a description of the survey, a confidentiality statement,
an informed consent form (see Appendix A), a link to Microsoft Forms to complete survey
questions, and the timeline for completion (Padgett, 2015). The survey process also included two
additional reminders to support survey completion over 15 days. A brief 15-question survey and
a semistructured interview were the data gathering tools for the case study (see Appendix B).
The survey included four initial questions to differentiate essential aspects of participants’
experiences, including:
a. District enrollment
b. Years in the role
c. Time elapsed before being hired
d. Participation in a mentoring relationship
The survey included additional questions regarding the mentoring relationship and its
effect on agency and self-efficacy. The survey concluded with questions addressing the mentor’s
gender and its significance to the mentoring experience. The complete survey instrument was
included in Appendix C (Kroll, 2016).
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Some survey items were selected to frame questions during face-to-face interviews
(Gregory, 2020). An important question during the conversation addressed each participant’s
timeline between beginning the superintendent position search and obtaining a superintendent
position (Davis & Bowers, 2019). The timeframe between application and accepting a position
yielded information about how self-efficacy, agency, or mentoring affected the timing between
application and employment. The AskTED public database managed by the Texas Education
Agency held contact information for all current female superintendents in Texas (Texas
Education Agency, 2021a). In Texas, women outnumbered men in enrollment in superintendent
certification programs and approval for superintendent certification (Davis & Bowers, 2019;
Texas Education Agency, 2020).
Data Collection
Before data collection, I obtained approval from the institutional review board due to the
inclusion of human subjects (Morse, 2020). The three methods to collect participant data
included completing a brief online survey, personal semi-structured interviews, and analyzing
notes taken during interviews. Approximately 193 female superintendents in Texas received
quick intake surveys administered online using Microsoft Forms (Microsoft, 2021). Microsoft
Forms ensured anonymity and confidentiality for respondents (Microsoft, 2021). Structured
open-ended questions helped gather accurate information about each participant’s background
(Roberts, 2020). Responses to the survey aided the purposeful sampling of participants who met
study requirements (Gregory, 2020). Survey responses also helped identify interview participants
with two or more years in the role (Gregory, 2020). Finally, the survey responses assisted in
identifying preliminary themes in the data (Gregory, 2020).
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Interviews followed a semi-structured format to support focus and follow-up questions to
understand better the participant’s experiences (Roberts, 2020). The interview instrument
contained five overarching questions with additional follow-up questions to support participant
reflection and elaboration in their responses (Versland & Erickson, 2017). According to Roberts
(2020), “The purpose of a qualitative interview is to listen to participant stories, acquire an
understanding of how their experiences unfolded, and the meaning that they associated with
these experiences” (p. 3189). All interview participants were asked the same open-ended
questions designed to promote participant description (Turner, 2010). A semi-structured
interview allowed participants to tell their stories to respond to prompts aligned with the research
questions (Yazan, 2015). The semi-structured interview included follow-up questions that
provided additional reflection layers and detailed information relevant to each participant’s
experience (Yazan, 2015).
Moreover, follow-up questions invited participants to dive deeply into their experiences
and illustrated their responses with additional examples and recollections (Yazan, 2015).
Personal semistructured interviews were held using audio from a video conferencing platform,
telephone, and in-person (Hemmer & Elliff, 2020). The audio recording feature of Zoom was
used when in-person meetings were not an option (Zoom, 2021). Following interviews,
recordings were transcribed using NVivo.
Recording the interview was essential to capturing every detail shared by participants and
effectively transcribing the data (Roberts, 2020). Recordings also contributed to effective coding
and identifying themes during data analysis (York, 2021). The Notability software application
facilitated interviews conducted in person because it allowed simultaneous recording and notetaking (Notability, 2021). Semistructured interviews provided information that I could interpret
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to illustrate participants’ experiences (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). I took an additional step to avoid
inserting personal bias by having a peer review of the first interview transcript for objectivity to
support the reliability of the process.
Data Analysis
The NVivo software stored interview notes, recordings, and transcriptions generated from
personal interviews. The NVivo qualitative research software featured a transcription, coding,
and analysis system to support me in organizing and describing study outcomes. Analysis of
interview responses consisted of a structured coding process that identified themes in the case
study (Fatima et al., 2020). Codes generated by the software program were compared with
interview transcripts for accuracy (York, 2021). Data coding relied entirely on the NVivo
software to organize open, axial, and selective coding (York, 2021). However, an advantage of
using the software was the ease of using structured or selective coding (York, 2021).
Interview transcripts and notes were uploaded into NVivo and coded (York, 2021).
Coded data identified initial themes in the survey responses to support editing and developing
additional individual interview questions (York, 2021). Each coding type represented a deeper
review layer for me to refine further the data gathered from interview responses (York, 2021).
Developing structural codes began the process of organizing and categorizing the data. After
coding, the data was evaluated through content analysis. Content analysis facilitated the
identification of similarities and conclusions from the coded data (York, 2021). Content analysis
also allowed me to quantify the number of occurrences for each code and organize codes within
related themes. A descriptive codebook emerged from codes organized by name, description, and
the number of times they appeared in the interview transcripts.
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I conducted a thematic analysis of participant surveys and interview responses using
NVivo software to develop a case study. The thematic analysis resulting from the data identified
shared experiences reflected in smaller and larger themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001). The thematic
analysis facilitated identifying commonalities in survey and interview participant responses
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). The thematic analysis also supported data comparison and
illustrated the relationship between agency, mentoring, and self-efficacy (York, 2021). Assessing
the validity of these outcomes required the triangulation of survey responses, interviews, and
notes to perform a comprehensive synthesis of the participant’s experiences (Shenton, 2004).
The complete synthesis aligned data outcomes with the study’s research questions (York, 2021).
Ethical Considerations
Reporting all findings honestly and clearly while addressing my preconceptions about the
study supported trust (Levitt et al., 2018). Additionally, handling my personal biases was
necessary to avoid undue influence on data outcomes (Hemmer & Elliff, 2020). Testing the
interview instrument before conducting interviews was another essential part of developing the
trustworthiness or reliability of the tool (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). Creating an interview protocol
and gathering feedback on the interview instrument enhanced reliability (Castillo-Montoya,
2016). A professor vetted the interview instrument before use to support enhanced reliability
(Castillo-Montoya, 2016). Also, after transcription of interview responses, I shared the
transcripts for participant review to help with trust and accuracy (Levitt et al., 2018). Interview
questions were shared in advance with participants to promote trustworthiness (Roberts, 2020).
Confidentiality required the assignment of pseudonyms for all participants (Roberts, 2020).
Participants were provided with copies of redacted transcripts via email for their review to ensure
the accuracy of member checks (Birt et al., 2016). Finally, interview transcripts and raw data
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processed using NVivo were stored electronically with password protection on a thumb drive
kept in a locked file cabinet in my home office. Dissertation course 777 also contains a copy of
the raw data and transcripts in compliance with IRB requirements.
Methods for Establishing Trustworthiness
Assumptions
Assumptions for this study included the expectation that participants would be truthful
regarding their perceptions and experiences. Another assumption was that participants would
want to tell their stories to help other female leaders become superintendents. The belief that
women did not contribute to gender disparities was also considered (Derks et al., 2016). An
additional assumption was that mentoring, self-efficacy or agentic behaviors contributed to the
participant’s current employment status. A final assumption was that I would have to be
continuously aware of possible bias as an observer and listener of participant reflections
(Hemmer & Elliff, 2020).
Limitations
The study included several limitations. Selecting participants exclusive to Texas was the
first limitation of the study. Participants from other states could have provided more data and
new information based on their unique experiences in other parts of the country. The second
limitation was the small sample size because it prevented generalizing the findings to
superintendents in other states. The small sample size also limited the quantity and quality of the
data available for analysis. The third limitation was my current employment as an assistant
superintendent in a major suburban school district. I reflected on possible bias resulting from my
position and participant responses to mitigate this limitation.
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Delimitations
The study also included two delimitations. The first delimitation was that I did not have
women serving in other district executive-level positions such as associate superintendent or
assistant superintendent. An additional delimitation was that I did not interview male
superintendents to assess their perspectives regarding agency, mentoring, and self-efficacy and
their relationship to their ability to land superintendent positions.
Chapter Summary
One of the primary ethical considerations for the study was confidentiality protection.
Because participants were current superintendents, protecting their identities and removing
information identifying them was a moral priority. Additionally, I completed the institutional
review board (IRB) approval process before engaging in the research (Bloomberg & Volpe,
2019; see Appendix E). I obtained approval before beginning the study due to the involvement of
human subjects (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). I also reflected on the nature of the study to ensure
that research outcomes did not create risks or incur consequences for participants (Bloomberg &
Volpe, 2019).
Next, I conducted semi-structured interviews with seven current female superintendents
in Texas. The data gathered from the interviews supported case study development from coded
responses and themes that emerged from the data. The ultimate goal was to assess if mentoring
and self-efficacy contributed to each participant’s promotion to the superintendency. Based on
the findings, the goal was to add to the literature supporting women enrolled or considering
enrolling in superintendent programs. Another goal was to address barriers such as gatekeepers
that apply outdated norms in selecting candidates for superintendent vacancies. Finally, this
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study aimed to motivate, encourage, support, and mentor women beyond obtaining
superintendent certification and transitioning to superintendent positions.
Chapter 4 will describe the survey results and how the themes identified in the survey
supported writing questions that promoted reflection and full descriptions of the perspectives of
female superintendents and mentors. A thematic analysis of the data will help me examine the
research questions and discuss how the study supports responses and generates additional
questions for future research.
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Chapter 4: Results
The qualitative research design applied in this study provided opportunities to identify
common themes drawn from the experiences described by participants from their unique
perspectives (Kroll, 2016; Levitt et al., 2018). This qualitative study aimed to examine the
relationship between agency, mentorship, and self-efficacy and assess whether a relationship
exists between these topics and women aspiring to the superintendency. Specifically, the
qualitative and descriptive case study of current women superintendents and mentors of women
superintendents provided data necessary to assess if and how mentoring, agency, and selfefficacy affected a woman’s likelihood of becoming a superintendent (Chen & Hong, 2020;
Granikov et al., 2020; Hill et al., 2020). This chapter outlines the results of the analysis of the
data. The central research questions addressed in this study were:
RQ1. How do current female superintendents and mentors of female superintendents in
midsize to small rural districts in Northern, Central, and Southern Texas perceive that mentoring,
self-efficacy, and agency create a path to the superintendency?
RQ2. What factors do current female superintendents and mentors of female
superintendents in midsize to small rural school districts in Northern, Central, and Southern
Texas perceive as influential factors to obtain a superintendent position?
The purpose of the data collection was to address these questions. However, during the
data analysis, it became evident that developing a coherent analysis of the data and themes
required addressing RQ2 first, followed by RQ1. The second research question emphasizes
motivation and the temporal dimension of mentoring paired with self-efficacy (Brue & Brue,
2016; Howard et al., 2017; Murphy & Johnson, 2016; Stokes et al., 2021). The first research
question featured the path to ascendancy or the decision to pursue a superintendency. In this
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question, mentoring does not stand alone, and it occurs in conjunction with each participant’s
agentic behaviors that motivated them to pursue a superintendent position. As a result, the two
overarching questions for this research will appear in reverse order beginning with an analysis of
factors influencing the motivation to pursue a superintendency, followed by the path to ascension
described in participant interviews.
The three sections in this chapter provide the results of the analysis of the qualitative
methodology used to triangulate survey data, interviews, and thematic analysis of each data
source (Bhatta, 2018; Shaw et al., 2019). The first section describes the study participants.
Participant data consists of the process for their selection, gender, professional experience, and
other relevant information relating to their career trajectory (Hemmer & Elliff, 2020; Morse,
2020). The research design sampling procedures described in the previous chapter illustrated the
process used to invite participants to complete the survey and participate in individual interviews
(Levitt et al., 2018). The research design also included the procedures and tools used to organize
and analyze the data (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun & Clarke, 2022).
Factors that describe the woman superintendent’s motivation to pursue the
superintendency will comprise the second section of the chapter, including the role of mentoring,
agency, and self-efficacy (Gresham & Sampson, 2019; Montserrat & Simmers, 2020). The third
part of the chapter revolves around the path to ascension or the decision to get on the pathway to
the superintendency, along with the mentoring, self-efficacy, and agency behaviors described by
study participants (Montserrat & Simmers, 2020). The chapter concludes with a summary of the
findings and a preview of the final chapter.
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Participants
The instruments used to gather qualitative data, including a survey and individual
interviews with women superintendents and mentors of women aspiring to the superintendency,
were prodigious sources for data collection, identifying major themes, and analysis (Levitt et al.,
2018).
Survey
Three participant groups for this study included 230 current Texas women
superintendents invited to complete a 15-question survey anonymously. Once the survey window
closed, seven purposely sampled Texas women superintendents participated in personal
interviews. Retired and current superintendents work with several professional organizations to
support aspiring and current school district leaders. Communicating with professional
organizations, including the Texas Association of School Administrators (Texas Association of
School Administrators [TASA], 2021), the Texas Council of Women School Executives
(TCWSE, 2022), and N2 Learning (n.d.), was essential to identifying and contacting mentors of
female superintendents. After engaging with superintendent mentors from these organizations
via email and phone calls, six purposefully sampled mentors of women superintendents in Texas
participated in personal interviews.
Survey distribution occurred via email with all 230 women currently serving as
superintendents in a Texas public school district regardless of years of experience, district size,
location, race, or ethnicity. The Texas Education Agency (2021a) was the source for email
addresses for all superintendents in Texas. It is important to note that charter school and
nonpublic school women leaders were not invited to complete the survey due to the varied
leadership structures and optional certification requirements for charter school administrators
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(Texas Education Agency, 2021a, 2022b). Charter and nonpublic schools are not required to
employ certified educators, and some use titles other than superintendent to describe
organizational leaders (Texas Education Agency, 2021a, 2022b).
The survey remained open for three weeks, and participants received four reminders to
elicit responses. Twenty-five women superintendents responded to the survey, with many
indicating a desire to participate in the personal interviews. The 25 participants represented a
broad range of district types and student enrollment numbers.
There was a broad range in the number of years of experience in the role of
superintendent among survey respondents. The participant with the least experience had less than
a year on the job, while the participant with the most experience had 20 years in the role.
Overall, participants had an average of four years of experience in the superintendent role. The
number of months between applying and obtaining a superintendent position also varied between
zero and 72 months for survey respondents. Most participants reported relatively short
timeframes between applying and obtaining superintendent roles.
Interviews
The decision to include 13 participants in personal interviews supported my goal of
obtaining a broad cross-section of participants with diverse backgrounds and experiences. The
semistructured interviews were five open-ended questions with a minimum of two follow-up
questions to promote a conversational tone and invite participants to engage in deep reflective
analysis of their experiences. However, the needs and communication style of the participants
influenced the construct and application of follow-up questions.
While some participants were naturally reflexive and shared detailed and extensive
responses to each question, others required additional prompts or follow-up questions to gather
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complete responses. Audio-recorded interviews occurred via Zoom, phone, or in person. Most of
the interviews ranged from 45–55 minutes. Ten interviews occurred via Zoom without using the
video feature while recording the audio. Two interviews took place in person at the participant’s
request, and one interview took place on the phone. In-person and phone interviews were
recorded using Notability, a note-taking and recording application. NVivo supported data
interpretation, including transcription of the recordings, data analysis, and coding. Interview
participants are listed in Figure 1.
Figure 1
Women Superintendents Interviewed, Experience, and District Type

Women Superintendent Interviews
Seven women superintendents participated in individual interviews (see Figure 1). Five
of the participants were purposefully sampled from survey respondents indicating the desire to
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participate in personal interviews. However, two additional superintendents agreed to participate
in the interview portion of the study after an email invitation from me. Their inclusion aligned
with my desire to include feedback from various district types. Their experiences were as varied
as their district types. The current superintendents interviewed served in the following district
types: Other central city suburban, nonmetropolitan stable, other central city, and independent
town. The enrollment for each school district ranged from 1,000 students to 17,000 students. The
time elapsed between applying for a superintendent position and being hired varied between two
months and eight years. However, two of the seven women superintendents did not apply for the
job and were appointed interim superintendents and subsequently hired by their school boards.
Superintendent Mentor Interviews
Six mentors participated in individual interviews. Of the six, three were retired women
superintendents, and three were retired, male superintendents. The decision to include male
mentors supported my efforts to gather data that addressed, confirmed, or refuted gender-related
mentoring experiences described in survey responses or interview narratives. All superintendent
mentors were purposefully sampled and invited to participate in interviews via email or phone
call due to their participation in various professional organizations that provide mentoring
services for aspiring and current superintendents (see Figure 2). Mentors served the types of
school districts similar to or smaller than those of the women superintendents interviewed. Four
of the six mentors served in school districts classified as an independent town, and the remaining
two served in other central city and major suburban district types. The enrollment in the districts
led by the mentors varied between 600 and 78,000 students. Additionally, between two and ten
months, the time elapsed between applying for and obtaining a superintendent job. Like the
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experience of women superintendents, two of the six mentors did not apply for the job and were
first appointed interim superintendents and subsequently hired by their school boards.
Figure 2

Themes
The initial analysis of the 13 interview files obtained from superintendent and mentor
interviews yielded four broad themes, 135 codes, and 2,157 references. Codes were organized
into four levels, from one to four. The four broad themes addressed in the study were
mentorship, agency, self-efficacy, and peer partnerships, with mentorship garnering most of the
references from the data.
I organized codes under the three broad themes directly related to this study’s two main
research questions: agency, mentoring, and self-efficacy. However, two more prominent
underlying themes emerged across all themes beyond the agency, mentoring and self-efficacy.
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The first general theme was the motivation to pursue a superintendent position, and the second
was the ascension pathway to the superintendency (see Figure 3).
Figure 3
Key Themes Across All Codes in Interview Data

Note. Since only major themes were labeled, the percentages do not equal 100.
Many other codes emerged from the data that were not pertinent to this study. The codes
also generated references based on the frequency of their occurrence in the narratives. The
mentorship, agency, and self-efficacy themes developed 985 references from the narratives
included in the case study.
I extracted excerpts from individual interviews and organized them into separate
documents by code. An unexpected challenge was managing the length of the quotes. During
analysis, extending the size of interview excerpts was necessary rather than removing passages
from the section most directly relevant to the code to maintain coherence and meaning. The
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nature of the qualitative interview format produced long participant reflections that placed
relevant passages within several parts of an excerpt.
Consequently, maintaining the integrity of the responses required longer passages that
aligned closely with the code while retaining the meaning of the passages. Coding longer
passages with the three major themes as the focus allowed me to see the more significant themes
that emerged at the core of the phenomenon (Levitt et al., 2018). In addition, the long reflective
nature of responses required keeping more extended excerpts intact to retain contextualizing
information and the meaning of the most relevant passages in the quote; therefore, protecting
transparency in the qualitative research design (Braun & Clarke, 2022).
Some excerpts were coded with multiple codes as the content may have touched on
several different areas through the narrative nature of participant responses (Braun & Clarke,
2022). Semistructured interviews with six women superintendents and three retired female
mentors of superintendents provided me with the data to design a qualitative and descriptive case
study comprised of their collective experiences and reflections. Using the case study approach
offered greater flexibility in analyzing participants’ broad, complex, and detailed experiences
(Bhatta, 2018).
Motivation to Pursue a Superintendent Position for Women Superintendents
Motivation emerged as a more prominent theme in responses to RQ2 (Research Question
2). However, it is explored first in the data analysis because it speaks to the dynamic nature of
agency development and how agency changes with new experiences, and the various types of
mentoring relationships throughout the participant’s life and career journey.
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Role of Mentoring in Motivation to Pursue Superintendency
Current female superintendents and mentors of female superintendents (including former
superintendents of both genders) suggested that mentoring, agency, and self-efficacy were all
essential components to develop and reinforce the motivation to pursue a superintendent position
(see Figure 4). Furthermore, the responses also suggested that these components operate
independently and in concert to build and increase the motivation to pursue a superintendent job.
The importance of mentoring and mentoring relationships appeared throughout the experiences
and reflections of women superintendents and mentors of women superintendents.
Figure 4
Presence of Mentor or Mentoring Relationship Prior to Obtaining a Superintendency Among
Survey Respondents

Female and male interview participants described the encouragement toward
superintendency that they received from their mentors as the catalyst for their superintendency
journey (Key et al., 2015). Mentors guided interview participants with specific actions they
would need to take to become superintendents (Copeland & Calhoun, 2014). Also, mentors
remained critically important figures as interview participants transitioned from ascending to the
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superintendency to their role as superintendent (Howard et al., 2017). Several subthemes related
to motivation to pursue the superintendent job emerged from the data, including improving the
community, desire to make a positive impact, belief in the ability to make a positive impact,
doing what is best for students, and sense of duty to lead. Each subtheme illustrated the
interaction between motivation and agency (see Figure 5).
Figure 5
Belief Among Survey Respondents That Agency Was a Factor in Obtaining the Superintendent
Position

Agency and self-efficacy play significant roles in the motivation to pursue the
superintendency described by interview participants. However, the decision-making necessary to
pursue the role is often influenced by experiences and interactions that converge to support the
development of personal agency (Gregory, 2020). Mentoring has a temporal dimension in this
context because an individual’s agency is dynamic and changes with time and exposure to new
experiences (Bandura, 2018; Gregory, 2020). The data also showed that the personal experiences
of individuals throughout their personal and professional journeys, especially mentoring, could
influence their sense of agency and motivation to take a particular course of action (Gregory,

64
2020). In this regard, motivation is continuously affected by the individual’s agency (Gregory,
2020). Also, Bandura (2015) found that agency was grounded in individuals’ views and
reinforced by their perceived abilities. Agency also plays a significant role in individuals’
motivation and decision to pursue professional opportunities (Bandura, 2018; Montserrat &
Simmers, 2020). Mentoring relationships supported the participant’s preparation and
professional guidance and, more importantly, reinforced agentic behaviors needed to expand the
motivation to pursue the superintendency (Key et al., 2015).
Juliana, a former female superintendent who now mentors prospective superintendents,
shared that female mentors were more likely to take the approach: “Let me show you how to get
to the next step. Let me walk you through and come alongside you and help guide you to that
next level.”
I told [my mentor] I really want to be an assistant superintendent. That’s my next step.
And we walked out, and she said, “You know, [name of participant redacted], I know you
want to be an assistant superintendent, but I’m telling you, there’s a district out there who
is in need of your leadership. And I hope when that opportunity opens itself up to you
that you say ‘yes.’” And hearing those words and that coffee was in February, and in
March, driving home from a meeting like it was the Friday of spring break. And I just
knew without a shadow of a doubt that it was time for me to move on for many different
reasons. And the [name of district redacted] position opened on Tuesday, and [my
mentor] was the one leading the search.
Juliana’s inner dialogue is an example of self-reflectiveness, an agentic theme in
Bandura’s (2018) social cognitive theory. Juliana listened to her mentor’s advice and was
motivated to assess her skills and growth goals to pursue the superintendency (Bandura, 2018;
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Block & Tietjen-Smith, 2016). Another mitigating factor in Juliana’s inner dialogue and the
decision was the authentic relationship with her mentor and the mentor’s ability to share
experiences within Juliana’s context (Bandura, 2018; Block & Tietjen-Smith, 2016).
Celene, a current female superintendent, elaborated on the mentor’s impact on motivation
by recollecting an interaction with a high school teacher. She credits the positive influence of a
high school teacher with her awareness that she could accomplish her goals, which continues to
influence her belief in her abilities:
I can go back to my high school government teacher. I was the student council president,
and he said to me, I was a senior, and he said, you know, what do you think you’re going
to do? And I wanted to go to law school, I said, but I like teaching, and my mom’s a
teacher. And this and that, and we talked, and he said, well, whatever you do, you make
sure you follow leadership because leadership is your gift. That is what that teacher said
to me that day in my senior year in high school. And I’ve never forgotten that. And so,
does that give a person confidence when they’re a teacher and they want to apply for
assistant principal? Or they’re assistant principals, and they want to go for a
principalship? Or each of my steps along the way, I’ve never felt that I couldn’t do it.
I’ve always felt that I could do it. I’ll never forget him telling me, “You go toward
leadership. That’s your gift.” So whether it is or not, that’s what he thought a long time
ago.
In her reflection, Celene shared how her high school teacher’s mentorship and
encouragement and how his words planted the seed for her to begin practicing agentic
forethought about her future career decisions (Bandera, 2018; Guillén et al., 2015).
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Unlike Juliana and Celene, who had mentors inspire and increase their motivation to
pursue the role before becoming superintendents, for Macarena, a current female superintendent,
the motivation to seek the role emerged from her mentoring relationship after she was already in
the superintendent role. In her narrative, she described seeking help as a new superintendent
during a crisis and establishing a mentoring relationship that affected her motivation to fight to
stay in the superintendent role:
I went to one of my professors and said, I’ve been named to take over this district, and
it’s broke … do you think I’m crazy if I take this on? And he said, no, [only you] know
what you’re capable of doing and what you can do. And if you’ve got to [go and] get a lot
[of] support and help … [do it and] pull it out. And he didn’t tell me, take it or don’t take
it. He said you’ve got to make the call yourself.
Like Macarena, Calanthe also sought support from one of her professors, establishing a
mentoring relationship at the crossroads of deciding whether or not to accept a superintendent
position. Although she was unsure about her capacity to be a superintendent, the interaction with
her mentor increased her motivation and agency to pursue the job:
My mentor from the university called me and met with me a couple of times and said,
“[interviewee name redacted], you’re not going to get this opportunity ever again. I mean,
it’s being handed to you. Girl, you can do it!” And so I spoke with my husband. I prayed
about it. I did accept the position.
Agency and Wanting/Not Wanting to Be Superintendent
Juliana’s reflection illustrates how agency frequently plays a role in motivating the
pursuit of the superintendency even when the participant was not considering it. As she put it:
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I think the biggest thing for me in terms of influencing the decision to [pursue the
superintendency] outside of people pouring into me and saying that you can, [sic] but
there’s a big difference between can and want. And I just didn’t know that I wanted to do
it.
Like Juliana, Amaranta, a current female superintendent, reflected on how her misgivings
about the true nature of the superintendency impacted her sense of agency in the role. Amaranta
said:
I’m trying to think what held me back from [the] superintendency because there was [sic]
many times that [my former superintendent] would push me toward it, and it was like, no,
I don’t think so, I don’t think so … To me, the superintendency, in some ways at the
time, I thought, well, you don’t really connect with kids and the true essence of education
versus the work that I was doing in my previous position … And in some ways, I saw the
superintendency as very, very much about politics and all the other things that we hear
about, right. And that’s not who I am, period. I was a great number two. I enjoyed being
in the back and, you know, helping [my former superintendent] and so forth. I just
thought I was a great number two. [I had] perceptions about what the superintendency
was going to be. And it was not the perception of something that I wanted. As I sit here in
this chair, yes, all of those things are still true. But there is a tremendous feeling of
productivity and doing really great things and taking a lot of pride in that work, which I
wasn’t sure if I would find … it was never a fear of not having the support. But I think it
was more about … the perceptions were of what the superintendency would look like
[sic].
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Amaranta’s reflection touches on the impact of gender role beliefs on women aspiring to
the superintendency as she questioned her desire to pursue the position (Eibl et al., 2020).
Women in leadership who are not aware or develop self-reflective skills through mentorship
interactions may be less likely to recognize how gender roles affect their motivation to enter the
superintendency (Bandura, 2018; Eibl et al., 2020).
Improve Education in the Community
Some women superintendents described their motivation to pursue the superintendency
as a moral imperative or desire to use their skills to help others or improve their community. For
Saffron, a current woman superintendent, the motivation to pursue the superintendency was born
from her desire to elicit change. Saffron recalled, “Wanting to restore the best possible education
in our community.”
Once I started developing in my mind that the opportunity to become superintendent may
be in [redacted ISD], then you start thinking about, especially if you’ve grown up in the
community … history, and knowledge of where our district was, where our district is
today, and where we want our district to go in the future, that’s [sic] so critical for me to
restore and really exceed where we were.
Justice, a current woman superintendent, echoed Saffron’s motivation and wanted to
improve her community. Justice said, “Internally, I always knew that I wanted what was best for
this community and for our children of [name of hometown redacted] and for the future of [name
of hometown redacted].”
Desire to Make a Positive Impact
Another subtheme that emerged from the interviews was the desire to make a positive
impact. For some interview participants, the motivation to pursue a superintendent position grew
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out of a desire to make positive changes in their districts. Justice shared, “[Making a positive
impact] might have been one of the reasons why I decided to come back, turn the district around
and make a difference, a positive difference.” She added, “I’m very thankful for the way that
[my parents] raised me and gave me a good Christian background … to be a difference-maker.”
Serafina, a retired woman superintendent, also felt motivated to pursue superintendency
to make a difference. She said, “I think the ability to make a difference at that level [was the
source of my motivation to pursue the superintendency].”
Lenore, also a retired woman superintendent, echoed Serafina’s sentiments:
I think you have to believe that you have something to give and that by your sphere of
influence growing that you can help others more. And so I think that’s what I would say
from my very beginning stages, that all of that played a huge role. I think I am innately
motivated.
Belief That They Can Make a Positive Impact
Interview participants also shared that their motivation grew from a belief in themselves
and the conviction that they could affect positive change.
Saffron not only felt motivated by her desire to improve her community but also
motivated to pursue the superintendent role by her personal belief in her ability to make a
positive impact on her community:
[I am] really passionate about our community and our children and the fact that, hey, I
know that I can … do some things in a different way to make better connections in the
community, so that people understand what the overall community’s responsibility is in
education, and making certain that we get, that we exceed where we used to be.
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Serafina, a retired female superintendent, agreed with Saffron, “I think the ability to make
a difference at that level [was the source of my motivation to pursue the superintendency].”
“I felt like I could have a really good impact,” said Lenore.
Do What Is Best for the Kids
Women superintendents and their mentors shared that doing what was best for kids was a
significant factor in their motivation to pursue a superintendent position. Both Justice, a current
woman superintendent, and Lenore, a retired woman superintendent and mentor, referenced
doing the best for students in their interviews. According to Justice:
Internally, I always knew that I wanted what was best for this community and for our
children of [name of hometown redacted] and for the future of [name of hometown
redacted]. Well, if I could give anybody a piece of advice, it would be just never give up.
You know, don’t be a quitter; just dig in deep and always do what’s best and right for
kids and put kids first. If you do that, all the others, all the other stuff will fall away.
Like Justice, Lenore said, “I felt like that was my obligation to give back to the profession, to
say, let’s do this and do it right and do the right things for kids.”
Sense of Duty to Lead and to Serve
Several of the women superintendents (current and retired) shared that they felt a duty to
lead and serve motivated their pursuit of a superintendent position. Justice recalled, “I was
always taught community service, give back, have a servant’s heart.” Lenore shared a similar
belief, “I just have this moral obligation that those of us who can lead should.”
Former superintendent and mentor Juliana concurred. As she put it:
In this work, you get to work for people who make an organization an incredible place to
be, where you can thrive and where you can be successful. And sometimes you have an
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opportunity to work for people who do not do that. And I think when I had an opportunity
to work for someone who did not do that, it, for the first time, opened my eyes to the
power and the critical importance of that leader in a school district and in the community.
And I think that was a massive factor for me to step up and say, “Not only can I not
continue in this environment that I’m in right now because my values aren’t in alignment
with where things are going. But there is a district out there who’s in need of my
leadership, and I want to be able to say yes.”
Macarena, a current woman superintendent, was equally passionate in her narrative:
[My former superintendent] announced his retirement in the summer, and so they named
me the superintendent that summer to take over in December. And in the meantime, that
summer, while I’m going to these [superintendent certification] classes, one of them was
about finance … somebody had come in, and I had them look at our financial report from
TEA [Texas Education Agency] because the person that was our finance clerk, keyed
everything in, there were some discrepancies, and she didn’t understand it. So I just went
and asked some questions about it. Well, lo and behold, we were broke. [laughs] And we
didn’t have any state money coming in that August to make payroll, and he had
misappropriated some money. And so long story short, I went to one of my professors,
and I said, I’ve been named to take over this district, and it’s broke. And we had to go to
the bank and borrow [amount redacted] to make payroll for September. And I said, do
you think I’m crazy if I take this on? And he said, no, you just, you know, [do] what
you’re capable of doing and what you can do. And if you’ve got to get a lot [of] support
and help, if you can pull it out. And he didn’t tell me, take it or don’t take it. He said
you’ve got to make the call yourself. Well, this is my hometown and … I didn’t want
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people losing their jobs, and I didn’t want anything to go south. And I have very limited
skills to do this. And I just said, “I’m going to do it, I’ll do it, and I’ll get some help.” So,
I did.
In their reflections, Lenore and Macarena demonstrated different sides of affiliation vs.
power leadership behaviors (Guillén et al., 2015). Lenore reflected her adoption of power-related
leadership behavior centered on active, confident, and positive leadership, whereas Macarena’s
narrative illuminated her preference for the affiliation side of leadership behavior and her
motivation to change after engaging with her mentor (Eibl et al., 2020; Guillén et al., 2015).
Chosen to Be Superintendent Without Actively Seeking It
Motivation to pursue the superintendent position was not limited to the women pursuing
the job. It also affected the decisions of current and former women superintendents who were
appointed to the role.
Serafina described her motivation to stay in the role, although she did not apply and had
not intended to seek the job. Serafina elaborated:
The last four years I was [in my district], I was superintendent. So it was a situation of
not really applying for the job. I continued to move up. I was assistant superintendent.
The superintendent decided one evening he would retire in a few months, and they named
me superintendent immediately. So, I didn’t go through the process. I didn’t seek the job.
No, no [the superintendency was not a goal of mine at the time that I was hired as
[superintendent]. There really wasn’t … I’m in a unique situation. I mean, [the way I was
hired to be superintendent] doesn’t happen. And I’m sure it wouldn’t happen even in that
district today.
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Calanthe, a current superintendent, found herself in a similar situation in her district
during a leadership transition. Calanthe recalled:
Well, actually, I did not decide to become a superintendent. I was fully drafted … I did
accept the position, and then I saw my former superintendent in a conference, and he’s
like, oh, congratulations. And I said, well, it was by default. And he says, “You don’t say
that. You know, you deserve it.” So, I stayed there for four and a half years, and then I
got recruited to apply for here [current district name redacted].
Seeking a Professional Change
The desire for professional change also emerged as a motivational force for current and
former women superintendents. According to Justice, “It was a change that I gave to myself.”
A retired superintendent and mentor, Lenore actively sought professional change and
relished the opportunity to continue growing. Lenore said:
My director, my supervisor at the service center, told me that it was almost impossible to
go from the service center to [the] superintendent job because people view the service
center as where you go to die, like that’s where people go when they’re tired of working
… I said, OK, I’ll show you, because that’s my mentality.
Lenore’s experience closely aligned with her ability to enact career intentionality, and she
used forethought to self-motivate and decide to pursue a superintendency (Bandura, 2018; Chen
& Hong, 2020).
I was working on my dissertation at the time, and my dissertation was [about] the effects
of superintendent tenure and turnover rate on student achievement. And that helped me
understand a little bit better the role of the superintendent in the political landscape of all
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that, and just made me really interested in taking on that change, just changing myself to
do it and do it well.
Amaranta, a current woman superintendent, sought change because of a need to grow and
learn and boredom:
I recognize that throughout my life and through different leadership positions, it was
usually around year six that I’d start feeling very stagnant, and I wasn’t learning. I was
getting bored. And so, I think that’s kind of what happened here [with my desire to
pursue the superintendency].
A Lifelong Dream
Teodora, a current female superintendent, shared that her motivation to pursue the
superintendency resulted from exposure to educational leadership in childhood and goal setting.
As she put it:
Long ago, when I was a little bitty girl, I knew I wanted to teach school. I guess I knew I
always wanted to be the principal because, in [the] summertime, my mom and we would
move the cars out of the garage, and I would have a classroom. And I had my imaginary
classroom, and I taught, and I bossed all the kids. And I guess then I just decided if I
could do that, then I could make everybody else be the teachers and I’ll be the principal,
and I could be the boss of the teachers, too. And it’s just I never, ever thought that I
wanted to do anything else.
Role of Self-Efficacy in Motivation to Pursue Superintendency
Self-efficacy plays a vital role in the motivation to pursue a superintendent position. Selfefficacy is the ability to work toward goal attainment and persist in reaching the goal despite
barriers or disappointments (Abdullah et al., 2020; Bandura, 2006). According to Abdullah et al.,
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(2020), new experiences and learning enhance self-efficacy over time. The development of selfefficacy also relies on our resiliency and ability to reflect on our capacities and deficiencies (Ali
et al., 2018). The emphasis on goal attainment, persistence in past challenges, and self-reflection
work in concert to determine how personality affects professional outcomes (Ali et al., 2018).
Therefore, when self-efficacy is paired with motivation, it supports the need for leaders to have
confidence in their skills and the resilience to continue toward goal attainment despite
disappointments (Ali et al., 2018). The temporal dimension of mentoring also features
prominently in the development of self-efficacy. The mentoring relationship provides positive
reinforcement, guidance, and socio-emotional support necessary for mentees to grow and thrive
over a short or long period (Mullen et al., 2022). Women superintendents and mentors of women
superintendents shared many examples of the vital role of self-efficacy in the motivation to
pursue the superintendency.
Self-Efficacy: “I Can Do This Job”
Asher, a retired male superintendent who mentors superintendents of both genders,
reflected on the role self-efficacy had in his motivation to become a superintendent, “I guess my
internal instinct was, ‘I know this district much better than any outsider. I think I can do this.’”
Celene, a current superintendent, also agreed with Asher on the instinctual nature of selfefficacy in her motivation to pursue the superintendency. As she put it:
I think that [self-efficacy] has been a part of me from the beginning because I don’t think
you get to that point if you haven’t had that along the way. So, for example, leaving the
classroom and trying to be an assistant principal to become a principal, I mean,
everything along the way, you have to believe in yourself. You have to believe that your
sphere of influence can grow and should grow. So if it’s from the classroom to the
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school, it’s from the school to the district, whatever that is. And quite honestly,
sometimes along the way of the journey, you’re motivated by the nonexample, not just
the example, but the nonexample. So case in point, when I was a teacher, and I felt like I
wanted to [sic] move up, well one of the reasons that motivated me was I taught first
grade, and I did this little thing called I read 50 books for each of my children, were
going to read 50 books, and every time about five of them finished 50 books and we
would hang them on that—we had little t-shirts, “I read 50 books,” and I would have
them on the walls, the titles of what they read, and they’ll have a little ceremony. And I
made cookies at home with little fives and zero cookie cutters and everything, and the
child got awarded a T-shirt, and it was a really big deal. And my principal, I asked him to
come down because the parents came, and I had the cookies and lemonade and the little
ceremony, the child read an excerpt from their favorite book, this is first grade. And the
principal never had time to come to any of them. And one time, I went down there, and
he was just sitting in his office after they had left. And I thought to myself, I don’t even
know if I’ll be very good at this, but I can do better than this. So sometimes we’re
motivated by the nonexample and that we think our skills [sic] we can do more. And so I
think all along the way, I can think of different times where the nonexample motivated
[to think about] the superintendency.
Celene’s reflection clearly outlines how self-efficacy beliefs supported her confidence
through reflecting and recognizing that she could aim higher and take on more demanding
leadership roles (Bandura, 2018; Carleton et al., 2018). According to Carleton et al. (2018),
Celene’s ability to focus on her skill set, reflect on her success, and evaluate her leader’s
example put her on a path to successful self-efficacy (Bandura, 2018; Carleton et al., 2018).
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Lenore also shared that the skills she developed in leadership roles motivated her to
pursue the superintendency:
I was in a role [at the regional service center] where I worked directly with all of the 37
superintendents in our region. And honestly, after working with them, I thought, you
know what, I can do that … I can do that job, like, I had underestimated myself, I think,
for years. I had thought that going into the service center. I thought I would retire from
there. I’d been a high school principal. I thought that was it.
Competencies That Fueled Sense of Self-Efficacy and “I Can Do It” Attitude
Mentoring plays an essential role in self-efficacy development due to mentees’ skills
through mentoring interactions (Carleton et al., 2018; Chen & Hong, 2020). Also, developing
competencies requires leaders to understand their self-efficacy and how it affects their
motivation to pursue professional goals (Chen & Hong, 2020; Guillén et al., 2015). Problemsolving, decision-making, and flexibility are among the competencies that support self-efficacy
and motivation to pursue the superintendency (Hemmer & Elliff, 2020). Current and former
superintendents reflected on the capacities that helped their sense of self-efficacy.
Serafina, a retired superintendent who mentors aspiring superintendents, valued her
capabilities and skills as an assistant superintendent and felt they bolstered her self-efficacy
sense. Serafina recalled, “I felt like I was … as successful or making a difference with student
achievement in lots of other things in the second-in-command position. I saw myself as a great
support to the superintendent.”
Lenore, a retired superintendent, reflected on her competencies and shared that knowing
her strengths nurtured her sense of self-efficacy and that she had not given herself credit for the
skills she already had as a school principal:
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I quickly came to this realization that there’s no magic fairy dust, like, I know this. I
[KNOW] this work, and I know it really well. And I knew from having been a successful
principal that I could get a team of people moving in the right direction and working
together. It was one of my strengths … surrounding myself with very talented people
who could get the job done, and we could work well together as a team. So I knew I had
that part. I didn’t know that I had the knowledge and skills … until I got to the service
center and started those interactions.
Teodora, a current woman superintendent, felt that her experiences at the campus and
district level increased her self-efficacy and confidence to be a superintendent:
Whatever our picture of a graduate included, I felt like I had had experiences … [and]
that would be advantageous to me to bring those experiences and that skill set to a
district. And I just was fortunate enough that the things that I had been a part of were
things that this district was in need of. And so it just worked, if that makes any sense. My
experiences had helped prepare me to be able to transition into a role and say, “I’ve been
there, and I can give you some ideas. Let’s look and let’s listen in, and let’s learn what
we feel like is best for this … community … [and] district to go forward.”
Teodora continued:
And so that kind of led me to start thinking about, “You know what? If I can do this job, I
think I can do that job.” [laughs] And I was just in a situation where, as an assistant
superintendent, I did federal programs, and I had some local budget … pretty good local
budget, but it was not the same as doing a school district’s budget. And then I had
curriculum instruction, and I had testing, and I had assistant supt—I mean, curriculum
directors that worked under me. So, I had that, and campus principals and just the
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opportunities that I had in that role allowed me to kind of, I guess, see things from almost
every perspective in a school district.
Calanthe, a current school superintendent, had a similar experience to Teodora when she
reflected on the development of her self-efficacy. Calanthe recalled, “But even when I was under
the previous superintendent, we were doing all kinds of things because it was a small district. So,
I had already been doing the job by this time, almost eight months.”
Part II: How Mentoring, Self-Efficacy, and Agency Combine to Create a Path to the
Superintendency for Women Superintendents
The interview responses and recollections from current female superintendents and
mentors of female superintendents suggested that mentoring, self-efficacy, and agency were
essential components to developing an ascendancy path to the superintendency. In addition,
interview responses also indicated that mentoring, agency, and self-efficacy components operate
independently and in concert to create a path to the superintendency. However, interview
reflections also illuminated that the participants in this study adopted agentic behaviors and made
choices that put them on the path to superintendency long before seeking the position. The
incremental development of agency was essential to access the academic and professional
opportunities that put them on the path to ascend to the superintendency. Agency refers to the
concept that individuals can make choices, act intentionally, and influence various aspects of
their lives (Gregory, 2020). Agency supports individuals in navigating personal and professional
decisions within their contextual frameworks (Gregory, 2020).
However, agency is not sufficient without other skills that support resilience and
flexibility to overcome barriers (Gregory, 2020). Although Fang et al. (2021) argued that women
demonstrate less agentic behaviors to support career growth, the data in the study suggested that
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women superintendents may not initiate agentic behaviors but engage with others when allowed
to do so for career advancement.
Building Capacities, Self-Efficacy, and Agency Through Mentoring
The current female superintendents and mentors of female superintendents, including
female and male retired superintendents, all spoke of their experiences of receiving and giving
mentorship and how it supported them or their female mentees on their path to the
superintendency. The mentorship they described took on various forms and provided other
support for pursuing the superintendency (Block & Tietjen-Smith, 2016).
These different forms of mentorship included building agency through active
involvement in capacity building, building agency through advice around building capacity and
concrete steps to take, creating opportunities to advance to the superintendency, building selfefficacy through encouragement to consider pursuing the superintendency, and building selfefficacy through encouragement that they have what it takes to become a superintendent (see
Figure 6).
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Figure 6
Belief Among Survey Respondents That Self-Efficacy Was a Factor in Obtaining the
Superintendent Position

Building Agency Through Active Involvement in Capacity Building
One of the critical ways that mentors helped female superintendents forge a path to the
superintendency was through their first-hand involvement in their mentees’ capacity building
through creating opportunities for growth and advancement, coaching, and information and
resource sharing (Block & Tietjen-Smith, 2016; Carleton et al., 2018). Here, capacity building
refers to developing the specific set of capacities and competencies relevant or imperative to the
role of superintendent by individuals aspiring to the superintendency. Capacity building
necessarily involves action: developing abilities and competencies requires individuals to act.
Mentors can only support this capacity-building process for their mentees; they cannot
build these capacities for their mentees by themselves. Ultimately, individuals aspiring to the
superintendency must take the support provided by mentors and act in powerful ways to develop
their abilities for the superintendent role intentionally. In this way, this capacity-building process
can be understood as one form of building agency. As individuals take action to build their
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capacities for the superintendency, they are taking decisive action toward ascending to the
superintendency.
Creating Opportunities for Growth and Advancement. Some participants reported
that this form of mentorship support—mentors being actively involved in their mentees’ capacity
building—created mentees’ growth and advancement opportunities. Saffron, a current female
superintendent, described how Robert, her former superintendent, as he was preparing to retire,
was “very instrumental in me having the opportunity to actually get this job.” When she applied
for a superintendent position, she was promoted to associate superintendent over her district after
serving as assistant superintendent for secondary administration. As Saffron reported:
[Robert] provided me with significant opportunities to showcase my leadership skills and
my capacity to actually work as a superintendent. He provided opportunities for me, for
other individuals on our school board to see me as, “Hey, she could actually step into this
role.”
The opportunities described here allowed Saffron to demonstrate her skills and capacities
already gained so that gatekeepers to the superintendency, including board members, could see
that she was qualified for the role (Van Der Roest et al., 2017; Whitt et al., 2015). Nevertheless,
Saffron also described concrete ways that her mentor helped her to develop the requisite
capacities and knowledge base for the superintendent role:
The advice, the guidance on issues, the support, the direction on how to work with board
members and how to handle board members, and what the expectations were. He was
truly a fantastic mentor to me. And truly, I wouldn’t be seated here without him, the
background work he did to afford me this opportunity and the support getting here. No
doubt.
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Calanthe, another current female superintendent, spoke of the small size of her district,
along with her former superintendent’s support, as playing an instrumental role in helping her
develop her capacities for the superintendency (Van Der Roest et al., 2017; Whitt et al., 2015).
“Even when I was under the previous superintendent, we were doing all kinds of things because
it was a small district,” she said. Significantly adding to her capacities was the opportunity to
serve as interim superintendent before being hired permanently through her former
superintendent’s support. “I had already been doing the job, by this time, almost eight months.”
Juliana, a former female superintendent mentoring women, shared how numerous
mentors throughout her career created opportunities to grow and advance professionally in ways
that helped prepare her for the superintendency, such as letting her take charge of her specific
projects or areas. As she put it:
I had great mentors, both men and women. I mean, the whole way. My first principal as
an assistant principal was incredible. He went on to be a superintendent, and he was
really, really good. My next principal was fantastic. One of the things they were all good
at was giving me complete ownership, like, empowering me to do all the things.
Coaching. Sometimes mentorship, which helped individuals build their capacity for the
superintendency, manifested as coaching. Here, coaching is distinguished from simply giving
advice or sharing information or resources as coaching serves as a means for the mentor to be
actively involved in building the capacity of their mentees. Their active involvement included
working with mentees one-on-one on areas of weakness or insecurity. Areas covered included
applying for superintendent positions, what to expect in the superintendency, prioritizing after
getting the job, or, more broadly, developing themselves as competent leaders (Bonneywell,
2017, as cited in Goleman, 2000; Sy et al., 2006).
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Before becoming a superintendent, Lenore, another former superintendent mentoring
women, spoke of the capacity-building value of the mentorship she received through working at
her region’s regional service center (one of 20 established to provide services to school districts
across Texas). As part of her training as an executive leadership coach, she was assigned an
executive leadership coach. Lenore felt the value of the mentoring relationship in the ways her
coach helped her build her capacities as a leader:
That was the first time in my career, having come through being a teacher and a campus
administrator, that I had ever really had someone serve in that role and help me grow as a
leader and help me become a more reflective leader.
Teodora, a current female superintendent, recounted how, in her role as assistant
superintendent, the superintendent would go out of his way to coach her on various aspects of the
superintendency to prepare her for that role. As she described:
The superintendent would say [to me], “One of these days, when you’re a superintendent,
you’re going to want to know blah, blah, blah. And this is why we do what we do. And
one of these days, when you’re a superintendent, you’re going to want to know this.” And
so he just, I guess, took the opportunity and reflecting on that to just say, “You’re going
to need to know how to do this.” And he was so good about saying, “These are some new
things that are coming, and these are some new laws. Make sure you’re up to date on
that.” And I suspect that he probably at one point in time had somebody that kind of took
him under their wing the way he did me and said, “Make sure you know this and make
sure you know this.” And I was just fortunate.
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Similarly, Amaranta, a current female superintendent, decided to apply for a
superintendent position as a chief academic officer in a neighboring district. Her superintendent
Jack coached her on various issues to consider as she prepared to apply. As she recounted:
We had a conversation about what it means to be a superintendent in a smaller district.
[The district where I served as chief academic officer] is 17,000, but in that district
[where I was planning to apply for the superintendent position] was maybe six
[thousand] … he talked to me a little bit about the differences between a superintendency
in a small district, large district. Obviously, the workload is going to be very different.
You can’t spread that work out in a smaller district versus a large. Had a conversation
about whether that workload is worth the salary increase you would get in there? And
when you boil it down to that work versus the compensation, is it meeting your needs and
so forth?
Juliana also spoke of the value of the “built-in mentoring” from her former assistant
superintendent, “a phenomenal lady,” before Juliana ascended the superintendency, who
regularly coached her. “She continued to just mentor me even though she had never been a
superintendent,” remembered Juliana. “She just continued to pour in me on a regular basis. And
so we would have just individual coaching sessions—scheduled, nonscheduled.”
Coltrane, a former and current mentor, recounted how he would engage in coaching with
his female mentees who aspired to the superintendency:
We had a lot of conversations where I would say, “You absolutely can do this,” and
“Let’s talk through this situation and how you could have handled it a little differently.”
Or, “Let’s have some coaching about how to prepare. Let’s get you an executive coach to
help you adapt some of your skills and some of those things.”
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Similarly, Asher, a retired male superintendent who mentors aspiring superintendents,
described his approach to coaching his female mentees to build their capacity for the
superintendency, which included simulations. He said:
[One] thing I believe is important is giving the person actual simulations to work from,
the “what if” game. “What would you do if this happened?” I compare that to doctors
who are going through internships, pilots who go through the mock system to see what
they would do in these different situations. I think you give them lots of experiences to
think about and then ask the question, “What would you do?”
Likewise, Serafina, a retired female superintendent who mentors, conducts mock
interviews with her mentees as part of her coaching, among other activities that serve to build
their capacity:
I help them with their resume. I help them with making sure we have the right
references … I do mock interviews with them, those kinds of things. We talk about
relationships. We talk about trust. We talk about the things that would make her
successful. I mean, I hope I build their confidence because going into these interviews are
unbelievably stressful. And so I hope I build their confidence and just say, “Be yourself.
That’s what’s gotten [sic] this far.”
Information and Resource Sharing. Mentors also helped their mentees build capacity
for a superintendent position through sharing information and resources relevant to the
superintendency, including the reassurance that mentees have the skills and emotional
intelligence needed for the job (Carr et al., 2017; Lee et al., 2020a). Juliana recounted the
valuable information she received from [name redacted], a mentor she sought out when attending
the Aspiring Superintendent Academy. Juliana participated in several presentations that [name
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redacted], a former female superintendent, made at the academy and “decided, in those four
days, I want to be her, I want to be [name redacted] when I grow up.” Juliana introduced herself
and asked if she could meet her for coffee sometime, knowing that the two lived more than 200
miles away. [Name redacted] agreed.
And so I drove nearly six hours round trip to have a coffee with her. And that
conversation ended up being like life-changing for me, not only because she was
someone that I really got to be real with and ask all those questions, you know, she’d
been a tenured superintendent. So, things like, “Do you ever put your hair up in a
ponytail without makeup and go into the Dollar General?” And she was like, “No,
ma’am.” And I was like, “Shoot. I don’t know if I can do this work.” I would ask her
stuff like that.
Juliana also shared an example of how she incorporates information and resource sharing
into her approach to mentorship as a mentor, particularly around the process of applying for the
superintendency, which is frequently a longer process than aspirants anticipate which can
discourage them if they are unaware of this likelihood:
Getting to the superintendency is a long process, a long and arduous process … it’s a
hard process that can erode [the] confidence of people. And so if I can build back that
confidence and say, “Listen, this road is long and hard and stay with it.” [A well-known
male superintendent] applied for 12 jobs before he got his first, and he was
superintendent of the year! And so, that’s important for people to know.
Another way that mentors would help build the capacity of mentees through information
and resource sharing is by connecting them with other individuals in the mentors’ professional
network who might be able to help the mentee with a particular issue. As mentioned earlier,
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Teodora, a current female superintendent, spoke of doing just that with her mentees. “I don’t
know if I help anybody, but I can sure tell them where to go to get some help … if I am not an
expert in that area.” She went on to say:
There are some … females throughout the state in large, large school districts that
navigate through stuff I would never in a bazillion years desire to have to go through. If
somebody calls me and says, “You tell me [what to do],” I am quick to say, “I’m going to
tell you what I think, but I’m going to tell you who I think I would call. And then you let
me know if what they tell you and if they tell you something different.” Now, I can tell
you that a goal of mine perhaps would be to be able to put something together through
our [regional service center] that focuses pretty much exclusively on female
superintendents for those supports. But it’s just kind of one of those things; I don’t want
to give somebody bad advice.
“This Is What You Need to Do Next”: Advice Around Building Capacity and Concrete
Steps Toward the Superintendency
Participants described offering advice for capacity-building as essential for creating a
path toward the superintendency. The capacity building included training, graduate school, and
other concrete steps to be certified and apply for positions. Whereas the previous section
discussed ways in which mentors became actively involved in building the capacity of their
mentees, this section outlines how mentors support capacity building in less direct ways. Carr et
al. (2017) argued that in creating opportunities for their mentees’ capacity building, mentors
sometimes directed them towards such opportunities, detailing the critical steps they would need
to take to be ready to take on a superintendency. Such mentorship is another form of building
agency. The advice is around concrete, specific actions that the mentees should take to further
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develop their competencies for the superintendency or prepare for applying for positions
(Connell et al., 2015). Like the previous form of mentorship discussed, the mentors cannot build
the requisite capacities for their mentees; only the mentees themselves can do that. But the
mentors play a crucial role in helping them develop those capacities by pointing the way forward
to do it.
Teodora, a current female superintendent, recalled how her principal saw her leadership
potential and advised her to get additional training to advance her career even in her first
teaching job. According to Teodora:
My principal brought me in and said, “You really should consider going back to school
and getting the management certification.” I didn’t even know what that was. I mean, this
is year 31 for me [in education]. So that’s been a long, long time ago. And she just saw
something that I have no idea what. [Back then], you got a master’s, and it had all those
components built into it. And so that’s just what I did.
A former female superintendent and current mentor, Juliana reflected on the differences
between her male and female mentors. She noted that her female mentors tended to provide more
concrete, personalized advice than their male counterparts: “It was much more personal and
much more specific to me.” Her female mentors took the approach of, “Let me show you how to
get to the next step. Let me walk you through and come alongside you and help guide you to that
next level.” She still found her male mentors to be “really supportive,” but “the women were
particular.”
An example is the “specific” approach taken by her female mentors was her experience
with Marti, a woman who took it upon herself to mentor Juliana without her asking. When
Juliana was working in the central office of her district, [name redacted] was one of her deputy
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superintendents who had been named the lone finalist for a superintendent position in a
neighboring district. Juliana said that one day, [Marti] asked her to lunch. She was surprised
because “We were not really friends. We worked together, but we had never gone to lunch.” As
Juliana recalled:
So I went to lunch with her, and we sat down. She started unpacking her bag, like,
notebook and portfolio and papers and all these things. And I was like, “What are you
doing?” And she was like, “I’m going to teach you how to become a superintendent.”
And I was like, “[Marti], I don’t want to be a superintendent.” She was like, “You’re
going to be a superintendent. So I’m going to teach you how.” And she walked me
through all the pieces of the first interview, second interview, search firms, entry plans,
all the things. I still had no desire to be a superintendent, though.
Celene, a current female superintendent, had a strikingly similar experience with Jean, a
female mentor who was a deputy superintendent when she was a principal at a junior high school
she had just opened in a “very large district.” Celene admired Jean, whom she considered to be
“amazing. She was instructional. She taught us so much.” Celene reported that “it had always
been in the back of my mind” to pursue the superintendency once she became a principal. But
she was still taken aback by what Jean had to say during one of their meetings:
She sat across the table from me, and she said, “I want you to do two things.” And I said,
“OK”… And she said, “I want you to”—she slid the application across the table—“I
want you to apply for the doctoral program at [a nearby university]. And I was like, “Oh,
you know, OK, I’ve got two kids. I’m busy. I’m the principal. When am I going to do
that?” And I said, “OK, I’ll think about that.” And then she said, “And I want you to
think about opening that new high school.” And that shocked me. I said, “What? I just
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opened the junior high, and I’ve already opened an elementary.” And she said, “I want
you to think about that a little.”
Although Jean advised Celene to take on the two projects that were massive
undertakings, “I ended up doing both of those things.” Looking back on these accomplishments
as a superintendent, Celene knows that Jean had advised her well. “She played a huge influence
in my life,” Celene acknowledged. Her advice to Celene to complete a doctoral degree seemed to
recognize the differential barriers women face in ascending to the superintendency. “I think
getting the doctorate is particularly important for a woman because women need everything,
their ducks in a row. They’re not going to be as likely to get a job without it,” said Celene. Also,
she values the capacity building for the superintendency that she gained by opening the high
school at Jean’s direction: “The experience I’ve got by now, having been at all three skill levels
and open [sic] schools, is very unique. And you know something? I’ve never met anyone else
that’s opened a school at all three levels.” Celene still marveled at these accomplishments and
expressed her gratitude to Jean for pushing her to develop herself professionally towards the
superintendency in ways she likely would not have pursued without her mentorship:
I talk to her now, and I say, “You told me to do two things that day, and I did them both.”
And she says, “And you sure did.” We laugh fondly, but I’m grateful for her, even though
both of those things were huge. Those were not small things to do, like, “Go read this
book.” [Rather], “go get a PhD.” [laughs], “Open a new high school.” I mean, those were
like years and years of work in the making. They were not simple.
Although Juliana and Celene shared positive experiences with female mentors, the
literature is inconclusive regarding the benefits of mentorship within the same gender (O’Neil et
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al., 2018; Rho & Lee, 2018). There was also evidence that women leaders may be too busy with
their leadership responsibilities to have room to mentor other women (O’Neil et al., 2018).
As a former male superintendent and current mentor to female aspirants to the
superintendency, Asher shared his approach to mentoring, which shared similarities with the type
of mentorship that Juliana and Celene received from Marti and Jean. For Asher, whether he is
mentoring men or women, his emphasis is always on encouraging them to develop their
professional capacities around the superintendency to make them well-rounded with a broad
range of relevant competencies. “So whatever your strength is, if you’re male and strong in
instruction, then you want to get stronger in finance and management of different aspects of the
organization,” he said. He advises his mentees that “whatever your experiences are, make sure
you work on some of the other areas that you may not have had a lot of experience with.” He
elaborated on the type of advice he typically gives his mentees:
So don’t be afraid to go out there and be involved in a job. If your supervisor says, “I
need you to oversee the instructional plan,” and you’re just used to busting butts and
having discipline … and managing the facility, get some experience on the instructional
side. And if all you’ve ever done is instruction and there’s an opportunity for you to get
some experience on the management side of the facility, get some experience there as
well. I think being able to show a broader range of experiences keeps more options open.
I think it’s less now about what gender you are as it is about what experiences you bring
to the table.
One piece of advice Asher gives to his mentees is that “You don’t have to know
everything about the whole job, but know something about the whole job.” He then asks his
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mentees, “So what can you do to get yourself to a point where you’re comfortable in that area
[that you’re less familiar with], but you’re still going to depend on someone to run it for you?”
He has taken this approach, particularly with his female mentees. He sees his mentorship
as a way to “get a good feel for where their strengths and weaknesses are and then help them to
try to develop, work on their areas where they have not had many experiences, at least where
they can hold an intelligent conversation.” Asher sees this as a customized approach to
mentoring that aims to help his mentees develop the most necessary capacities to be ready for the
superintendency. Asher shared, “You can just customize that to what their experiences have been
and how that will play once they reach the superintendent level or trying to get them through the
interview process to the superintendency.”
Creating Opportunities to Advance to the Superintendency
Women who aspired to become superintendents were provided with clear pathways to
advance by their mentors. Rather than simply advising mentees on how to develop their
capacities or even becoming directly involved in helping them build their abilities, in these cases,
the mentors provide unique opportunities to advance to the superintendency. These opportunities
came either through facilitating the mentee to take over as their successor or otherwise serving in
an instrumental role in their mentee successfully landing a superintendent position.
Saffron, a current female superintendent, reported that [Robert], her former
superintendent, helped pave the way to replace him when he retired by encouraging the school
board only to interview internal candidates. As a result of his actions to showcase her leadership
skills to the school board, combined with her associate superintendent experience and
recognition of her leadership skills, Saffron was well-poised to succeed her former
superintendent:
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They were only taking internal candidates, and because of the opportunities that I’d had
in my previous role as associate superintendent and just really leading and really guiding,
no one else competed for the position. So, I had a unique opportunity going in because
the board decided, [Robert] helped them to decide, to only interview internal candidates.
Amaranta, another current female superintendent, had a similar experience in her
ascendency to the superintendency. She told [Jack], her former superintendent, that she was
applying for a superintendent position opening in a neighboring district. He coached her on the
application process and the issues to consider. She weighed her options, particularly moving to a
smaller district and everything that would entail her superintendency. In their following
conversation, [Jack] took an even more active role in creating the opportunity for Amaranta to
advance to the superintendency. He confided in her that he would be retiring, news that “only my
wife and I and you now will know.” Reflecting on that moment, she recognized what a critical
role Jack had played in her career advancement:
When you talk about mentorship and the role that Jack was for me as a mentor, I think
that conversation that we had really said, “Look, here’s … the opportunity. You don’t
need to go hunting for an opportunity. It’s … sitting here in front of you.”
[Jack’s] role in creating the opportunity for Amaranta to succeed him as superintendent
once he retired seemed to go even further. Given [Jack’s] announcement to her that he would
soon be retiring, Amaranta no longer had to search for a position. She only needed to wait until
Jack announced his retirement to the board and for the board to post the opening to apply. When
the board finally posted the criteria for the position, Amaranta learned that it was an internal
search. And not only was it an internal search, but the requirements also matched her
qualifications precisely, something [Jack] probably influenced. As Amaranta recounted:
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It was such a funny thing. And so I knew because Jack was kind of keeping me abreast of
some of the conversations that were happening behind the scenes and whether the board
had an interest in me in that position and so forth. So when they posted the position, and
you looked at the qualifications, I mean, it was tailored. I was the only person that could
have applied in the district for the position. So I applied. I was the only person that
applied because I was the only person who met the criteria. Interviewed … went through
that process, they came back into open session and named me the lone finalist. So I
probably had one of the easiest roads to that.
Amaranta’s experience provides a look into sponsorship, a concept that shares some traits
of mentorship but differs in how the mentor leveraged their influence and position to benefit the
person they support (Bono et al., 2017; Lyness & Grotto, 2018). Although sponsorship often
appears as a barrier in the literature, this study provided several sponsorship examples for
women aspirants from both genders (Lyness & Grotto, 2018).
The endorsement of her mentor also aided Juliana’s ascendency to the superintendency.
In her case, the mentor involved was not her former superintendent, and it was not a case of
succession. However, her mentor still played an instrumental role in Juliana’s ability to land a
superintendent position successfully. During the same coffee meeting that Juliana drove over six
hours round trip for, Juliana told [MaryJo], “I really want to be an assistant superintendent.
That’s my next step.” As they walked out of the coffee shop, [MaryJo] told Juliana, “I know you
want to be an assistant superintendent, but I’m telling you, there’s a district out there who is in
need of your leadership. And I hope when that opportunity opens itself up to you that you say,
‘yes.’” Those words profoundly impacted Juliana and convinced her to pursue the
superintendency: “Hearing those words … I just knew without a shadow of a doubt that it was
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time for me to move on for a lot of different reasons.” A few days later, a superintendent position
opened in a nearby district, the district that she had previously identified as a district she “could
really see myself down the road, maybe not my first superintendency.” And it turned out that
[MaryJo] “was the one leading the search.” Juliana applied, was hired as superintendent, and
served for nine years. “So, that coffee literally changed my life.”
Although Juliana’s reflection supports the argument for women mentoring women,
salient in the literature, the survey conducted with women superintendents in Texas did not
support a need for gendered mentorship (Block & Tietjen-Smith, 2016). The more critical
takeaway from her reflection was the level of self-efficacy demonstrated in her engagement with
the mentorship process and clear recognition of how it developed her self-efficacy (Trautner &
Schwinger, 2020; Van Der Roest et al., 2017).
The rich experiences and reflections of the women superintendents and former
superintendents of both genders who mentor women superintendents supported an extensive
collection of data to address the research questions of this study. The inquiry into the role of
mentoring, agency, and self-efficacy on the motivation to pursue the superintendency and
developing pathways to ascension yielded a case study composed of seven women currently
serving as superintendents and six former superintendents of both genders who mentor women
superintendents. The next chapter will discuss the findings related to past literature, limitations
of the study, recommendations for future research, and conclusions.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
In January of 2022, the Texas Association of School Administrators held its annual
midwinter conference (Texas Association of School Administrators, 2022). Nearly 6,000
superintendents, central office personnel, campus administrators, and educational service
personnel attended the four-day event (Texas Association of School Administrators, 2022). In
contrast, the annual conference held by the Texas Council of Women School Executives held
January 29–30 had nearly 800 women superintendents, central office leaders, campus leaders,
and educational service center women executives in attendance, along with male superintendents
and TASA executive leaders (Texas Council of Women School Executives, 2022). The disparity
in attendance between the two events mirrors the gap in the number of women superintendents in
Texas.
In Texas, women outnumber their male counterparts in admission to education programs,
educator certification, classroom teacher positions at all levels, and elementary principalship
(Texas Education Agency, 2020). Despite longer career tenures, more years of instructional,
campus, and district leadership experience, and higher certification rates, women comprise only
22.75% of Texas’s 1,200 public school district superintendents (Texas Education Agency, 2020).
There are significant differences in the career pathways, mentoring opportunities, and
perceptions of the suitability between men and women in the superintendency. This qualitative
study aimed to examine the relationship between mentoring, agency, and self-efficacy and
whether the relationship can support increasing the number of women executive leaders entering
the superintendency in Texas.
The methodology used to address the phenomenon of this study was a qualitative
descriptive case study with pluralistic methods using a survey, interviews, and thematic analysis
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of the survey and interview data collected (Shaw et al., 2019). Nearly 230 women
superintendents in Texas were invited to complete a 15-question survey anonymously to
contribute their perspectives to the study. Personal interviews occurred with seven current
women superintendents, three former or retired women superintendent mentors, and three former
or retired male superintendent mentors. Their experiences and reflections regarding the study
phenomenon, including mentoring, agency, and self-efficacy, provided the qualitative data
sources for the descriptive approach used in the case study (Rowley, 2002). Limitations included
limiting participants to women superintendents in Texas, the small sample size affecting the
generalization of findings, and possible personal bias resulting from my employment as an
assistant superintendent in a major suburban school district.
This chapter includes a discussion of the findings concerning past literature, limitations,
and recommendations for future research.
Discussion of Findings in Relation to Past Literature
A vast number of themes emerged through the study. The codebook developed using
NVivo software can be found in Appendix D. However, the themes addressed in this chapter
closely aligned with the research questions, reflected references from participant responses, and
featured prominently in examples from the data.
Two questions were at the core of this study:
RQ1: How do current female superintendents and mentors of female superintendents in
midsize to small rural districts in Northern, Central, and Southern Texas perceive that mentoring,
self-efficacy, and agency create a path to the superintendency?
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RQ2: What factors do current female superintendents and mentors of female
superintendents in midsize to small rural school districts in Northern, Central, and Southern
Texas perceive as influential factors to obtain a superintendent position?
Research Question 2 addresses the factors that support the motivation to pursue a
superintendent position. Bandura (2018) described personal agency as essential to accomplishing
goals, while Lyness and Grotto (2018) described agentic behaviors as ambitious character traits
typically associated with male leaders. Approximately 72% of survey respondents agreed that
agency and agentic behaviors as factors in obtaining a superintendent position. Interview
participants reinforced survey responses, asserting that agency was essential in motivating
leaders to pursue the superintendency. The current and former superintendents who participated
in interviews described mentoring activities such as capacity building, advice around
superintendent responsibilities and direct encouragement to pursue the superintendency as
necessary activities to ignite motivation to pursue the job (Allen et al., 2021; Bladek, 2019).
Moreover, superintendent responses supported agency as a dynamic trait that changed or evolved
as superintendents acquired new experiences and mentoring support. Bandura (2018) found that
“the capability to reflect on oneself and the adequacy of one’s capabilities, thoughts, and actions
is … core property of agency” (p. 131).
Researchers also argued that specific barriers prevented or discouraged women from
pursuing superintendency (Bono et al., 2017; DiCanio et al., 2016). Women superintendents
shared the importance of mentoring to overcome barriers before and after becoming
superintendents. Women superintendents asserted that mentors guided them with specific actions
that motivated them to pursue the superintendent role. Women superintendents interviewed also
agreed with Gregory’s (2020) argument that mentoring had a temporal dimension. They agreed
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and provided examples of the dynamic aspect of agency and how it can grow with time and
exposure to new experiences. A former superintendent and current mentor, Juliana, shared that
she experienced mentors increasing her motivation through specific guidance to meet her needs
and increase her sense of agency. Celene’s example of her high school teacher’s impact on her
sense of agency supported the temporal dimension of mentoring and the enduring influence on
her motivation to pursue goals. I also found that mentoring was necessary and impactful for
women before becoming superintendents (Hastings & Kane, 2018). A current superintendent,
Macarena, shared that she was appointed to the superintendency without applying and wavered
about remaining in the position. Her mentor’s encouragement supported her decision to stay in
the role while increasing her sense of agency through his support.
The literature argued that selecting women for the superintendent role generated
resistance (Bernal et al., 2017; Garrett-Staib & Burkman, 2015; Heffernan & Wasonga, 2017).
Klatt (2014) further argued that gender perceptions of women were more challenging to
overcome in small rural school districts in Texas. I found that participants felt differently.
Although Juliana and Amaranta resisted entering the superintendency, their reasons had more to
do with their misperceptions of the role and preparation for success than perceiving their gender
as a barrier.
Asher, a retired superintendent who mentors superintendent aspirants, reinforced Juliana
and Amaranta’s reflections, sharing that perceptions have moved beyond gender to high
expectations for superintendent skill set and preparation. The literature is not definitive on this
subject and contains evidence supporting and refuting this argument. Rodriguez (2014) argued
that gender bias continues to be a barrier for women in the superintendency. Justice shared an
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interaction that supports the continued existence of gender bias for women seeking
superintendent positions. As Justice shared:
I applied for the assistant supt position and the superintendent at the time, which was
male, called me, let me go through the whole process. Called me in and said, “I really
appreciate you applying. You had great answers. You’ve had lots of great experience. In
fact, all your answers were spot on, but you’ll never become a superintendent because
you’ve never been a principal. And I’m not really sure that this area of our community is
ready for, you know, the female.” OK.
Justice’s recollection highlighted gender-based barriers that still discourage women from
seeking the superintendency. However, the presence of mentors who continued to encourage her
and tell her that she was ready for the job sustained her motivation to continue applying and
engaging in the networking behaviors that would support her goal.
Mentoring is another area where the literature finds women superintendents at a
disadvantage, with few women mentoring other women and difficulty entering the
superintendent leadership pipeline (Brue & Brue, 2016; Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; DiCanio et
al., 2016). The data refuted the literature, with 36% affirming that gender impacted the
mentoring relationship positively, 32% disagreeing, and 32% unsure. Survey respondents also
had to select the gender most impactful to their mentoring experience. The results were mixed,
with 8% choosing female mentors, 44% choosing male mentors, 44% selecting male and female
mentors, and 4% preferring not to say (see Figure 7). A possible reason for the small number
who responded affirmatively regarding the association between gender and mentoring was
similar to findings in the literature (Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; Howard et al., 2017; Sampson et
al., 2015). There were multiple references to the limited number of female mentors and the

102
limited number of superintendent aspirants with access to women mentors (Copeland &
Calhoun, 2014; Howard et al., 2017; Sampson et al., 2015). Furthermore, the literature affirmed
women’s inability to experience mentorship with women superintendents due to the small
number of women superintendents (Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; Howard et al., 2017; Sampson
et al., 2015). The literature also affirmed that although more women aspire to become
superintendents, fewer women in the position hinder their ability to choose a female mentor
(Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; Howard et al., 2017; Sampson et al., 2015). I will revisit the
findings on this question later in the chapter.
Figure 7
Gender of the Mentor Whose Support was Most Impactful Among Survey Respondents (%)

The first broad theme from the data was the motivation to pursue a superintendent
position for women superintendents. The data supported this theme comprehensively in my
findings. Most interview participants described the power of mentoring to increase agency for
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women superintendents (Block & Tietjen-Smith, 2016; Brue & Brue, 2016). They shared
reflections on their mentoring experiences and how they improved their sense of agency, and
their motivation to apply via agency. However, I found that the descriptions shared supported
mentors doing much more. Many participants described their mentors as the catalysts for their
superintendency journey. They often needed that nudge, tap on the shoulder, “Hey, you should
consider applying for a superintendent position,” which improved agency, motivated capacity
building, and created the momentum to land a superintendent position. Mentors also supported
self-efficacy development, pointing mentees toward actions they should consider to prepare for
the superintendency.
Additionally, mentors remained critically important figures as women transitioned from
motivation to pursue the role of the superintendent to ascending to the superintendency and
beyond. Some participants described having several mentors throughout their careers and
experiencing different mentors at different stages in their professional development. Moreover,
they shared mentoring experiences while pursuing the superintendency and mentoring
experiences once they landed the job. The quantity, diversity, and quality of mentor data
obtained from participants demonstrated the critically essential role of mentors in the successful
careers of the participants serving in the role and for those no longer in the position. Mentors
were crucial to supporting participants in becoming superintendents and ensuring they thrived in
the role.
The themes found in the data also contained interesting revelations around gender, with
men and women sharing very supportive relationships with mentors of the same and opposite
gender. The data also included many examples of women supporting women and supportive
cross-gender professional relationships. These findings demonstrate that supportive mentoring
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relationships are unique and not predicated on gender. The data did not indicate that women need
to be mentored by other women to reap the professional benefits of mentorship.
The second broad theme was how mentoring, self-efficacy, and agency combine to create
a path to the superintendency. The participants’ reflections affirmed gender differences in their
superintendency journeys. The literature also reflects women occupying leadership roles outside
the superintendency (Copeland & Calhoun, 2014; Sampson et al., 2015). Mentors shared
reflections of gender-based differences in the professional trajectories between the promotion of
men and women superintendents. Elian, a superintendent mentor, reflected on his experiences
mentoring women in leadership and the positions they occupied. As Elian recounted:
Yeah, certainly, I think in my role, it’s really all been informally [sic]. I think about
[name of female mentee redacted; “Mentee A”]. [Mentee A] is like the chief of staff or
something like that in [District B] right now. And when I was superintendent, she was the
director of special ed. However, I asked her to be on the cabinet as a director … because
of the value that she brought and when, because she was on the cabinet, there was just a
natural mentoring opportunity for me with her. I think about that with [Mentor D], who
still works for the district as well, she mentored me, and I mentored her as well. I think
about that with [High School Principal A], who is the [High School A in District B
principal], and lots of opportunities to spend time with her and mentor her. I think about
that with [name of female mentee redacted; “Mentee B”] who is now, I think, the chief of
academics or something in [name of district redacted] with Dr. [name of superintendent
redacted] who is superintendent there. And so, I was never conscious of, “man, I need to
be mentoring females” I think it was just the natural thing that occurred. I think within
education, certainly, there are a lot of females, not a lot necessarily in the
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superintendent’s role, but there were a lot in senior administrative roles in [District B]. I
think of the two high school principals as being in senior administrative roles, for sure, in
a district that size. And then I think about [Mentee A] and [Mentor D] as being in those
roles as well. And so, there was a lot of natural opportunity to mentor. I wouldn’t say it
was purposeful toward being a superintendent. It was more purposeful toward growing,
getting better, and being a better leader.
Elian’s reflection supported similar observations in the literature that aligned promotion
to the superintendency with executive leadership experiences and how these experiences
influenced access to mentorship (Howard et al., 2017; Sampson et al., 2015).
My findings supported that mentoring also featured prominently in the experiences and
recollections of current superintendents and mentors aligned with the path to the superintendency
theme. Participants placed greater emphasis on self-efficacy development through their mentor’s
efforts to guide them toward capacity-building opportunities, paying close attention to
developing abilities and competencies and the critical importance of acting on these
opportunities.
I also found that some participants shared sponsorship examples but called it mentoring.
Although related to mentoring, sponsorship differs in that the sponsor exercises their influence to
recommend, provide an advantage, or lay the “groundwork” for an individual’s selection by
potential employers (Ayyala et al., 2019). Saffron and Calanthe shared examples of sponsorship
where their predecessor used their influence to ensure they were next in line to replace them in
the superintendency. However, it is critical to note that their sponsorship included opportunities
to grow under the sponsor’s guidance to prepare for the role before their departure. The effort to
develop their skills to become superintendents included sponsorship and capacity building, skill
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development, and networking with decision-makers. The effort to support the next
superintendent’s success is equivalent to intentionally investing in developing agency and selfefficacy to ensure their promotion and success in the role.
Additionally, I found that sponsorship contributed to the promotion of four current
women superintendents interviewed. Sponsorship also featured prominently in the ascension of
two women mentors interviewed. Coaching and information resource sharing were additional
themes that featured mentoring as the catalyst for self-efficacy and agency to increase study
participants’ capacity.
Men and women agreed that one of the more significant challenges was getting an
interview. Elian, a retired male superintendent, shared that getting an interview is difficult for
both genders. As he put it:
I was more likely to get an interview if the person doing the search was aware of me. It
didn’t guarantee me the job, but once you got to the interview, they know just how well
you can perform. But that was the biggest challenge, is to get into the interview.
Moreover, I found that with a few exceptions, the data in this study does support that
mentoring, agency, and self-efficacy could increase the number of female superintendents in
Texas. Whether they benefited from increased agency and self-efficacy through mentorship or
had the support of a sponsor, the women in this study ascended to the superintendency because
they had strong leadership qualities. Their interviews and reflections detailed how leaders and
mentors took notice of their potential to be superintendents after noticing how they executed
their jobs. The women in this study also demonstrated the ability to be self-reflective. The
participants shared many examples, realizations, and reflections about the relationship between
these concepts.
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Limitations
Women continue to be the “lesser gender” in the superintendency. The
underrepresentation of women superintendents in Texas requires additional study to determine
ways to mitigate chronic barriers. A significant limitation was the small number of women
superintendents who completed the survey. Only 25 out of 230 women invited to complete the
survey portion of the study participated. Consequently, the number of survey respondents makes
it challenging to trust the reliability of the survey data.
Additionally, some interview participants were concerned that their reflections would
make them identifiable and may have limited their responses. Realizing that the interviews
generated more data than this study could address was a surprising limitation. Although the
interviews yielded 135 codes and over 2,000 references from the interviews alone, my goal was
to triangulate all data pieces to develop a comprehensive analysis. Overcoming the limitations of
the small survey sample does create a challenge and an opportunity to complete a new survey
that extends on this topic. Although many of the themes from the interviews were not part of this
study, they could merit follow-up and further study. The broad nature of the qualitative research
design was an advantage. However, the limited number of research questions and their focus
hindered the more profound examination of themes unrelated to this study. Finally, my current
role as an assistant superintendent could be a limitation due to the potential for inherent bias as a
woman aspiring to the superintendency. I exercised caution and awareness of my own
experiences, reactions, and reflections, which could have affected the extent of my follow-up
questions.
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Recommendations
Future research needs to continue the conversation about gender equity in the
superintendency. The number of women in the superintendency in Texas continues to be lower
than the national average despite outnumbering men in most leadership positions in public
education. The number of women in the superintendency has remained relatively unchanged
since 2013 (Texas Education Agency, 2022a). Therefore, the problem goes beyond the scope of
this study.
An exciting outcome of the interviews was the high incidence of sponsorship reported by
the participants. Four of the current women superintendents and two women who retired from
the superintendency described the influence of sponsorship on their ascension. As a result, the
topic of sponsorship and women superintendents merits further research. Additionally, future
research should address why gender equity in the superintendency is essential. A lack of current
literature provides a profound and reflective response for how or why more women in the
superintendency are important. Sharing study findings with professional organizations and
preparation programs for women in educational leadership is also recommended to increase
awareness of mentoring and capacity-building methods.
Conclusions
This study aimed to determine how the relationship between mentoring, agency, and selfefficacy could support increasing the number of women superintendents in Texas. The outcomes
of this dissertation provide a tentative first step in understanding how these factors play a critical
role in the process. The experiences of women superintendents and mentors of women
superintendents also illustrated best practices to prepare more women for the job. The second
aim of this study was to assess the factors the women superintendents and mentors perceived as
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influential in obtaining a superintendent position. Essential elements to getting the job emerged
during the interviews and data analysis. Hopefully, the findings from this study will provide
momentum to begin the conversation around increasing women superintendents in Texas.
Continuing the Coaching Conversation
It had been over two years since their last face-to-face conversation. A few months after
encouraging Monica to believe in herself and sharing vacancy postings on the TASA career
center website, a quick phone call from Monica alerted her to a reference call from a
superintendent in another district. Monica shared a few details about the position and the synergy
during the interview that told her she had landed the job. She watched with excitement and
anticipation as Monica quickly gave notice, put personal affairs in order, and moved to a new
city to embark on a completely new and exciting professional chapter.
After their last conversation, Monica shared her decision to adjust her priorities and apply
for an executive-level position. During the first tentative weeks in her executive role, she still
called to ask questions, consult about resources, and provide quick updates on her progress.
However, the rapid pace of her dynamic new position, distance, and the COVID-19 pandemic
made in-person meetings impractical. Running into her at a professional learning event was a
delightful surprise. It was great to spend uninterrupted time catching up and learning some of the
details of her life transition that were not easy to share over the phone. Despite the time and
distance, one thing was unmistakable, Monica was happy. She spoke with new confidence,
smiled continuously, and was eager to fill in the gaps of the previous 18 months.
After their last conversation, Monica accepted an executive-level position that included
mentoring opportunities with the superintendent. She described an open, positive, and
encouraging climate, where her input and feedback were both encouraged and valued. Growing
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confidence and new skills created the momentum Monica needed to look beyond her present and
aspire to assume positions of even greater responsibility. She shared that she had underestimated
her abilities and desire to lead at the executive level. Upon further conversation, Monica shared
that the superintendency was her new goal and that she felt confident that her current position
was preparing her to be successful in the role.
Her mentor asked if she could define the specific factors that supported her decision to
pursue her current position and aspire to the superintendency. Monica said that conversations
with mentors and peers led her to reflect on her experiences and perceive her value as a
professional differently. She felt that she had allowed the expectations of others (family,
significant others) to be her priority. However, her leadership opportunities, support, mentoring,
and coaching allowed her to see that she was not fulfilled professionally and wanted more.
Although she still felt fearful of taking on more significant challenges, she was determined to
embrace new opportunities instead of regret.
Her mentor asked if she had encountered any difficulties in her new role. Monica shared
that she had experienced many challenges. She problem-solved individually or with team
members and sought support from her supervisors or mentors when needed. The new Monica
was no longer afraid of failure and saw herself as an essential part of the team. Her eyes lit up
and filled with tears reflecting on her children, who expressed pride in her decision to pursue
professional growth and her newfound confidence and independence. Monica was deeply
touched and thankful for her children’s support and the support of her family during this new
phase of her life.
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After their conversation, Monica and her mentor continued to stay in touch. Although
Monica developed other mentoring relationships within her new team, she knew that her former
mentor was only a phone call away.
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Appendix A: Informed Consent and Confidentiality Form
Greetings!
You are respectfully invited to participate in a study about women in the superintendency. This
form is part of a process called “informed consent” to allow you to understand this study before
deciding whether to participate.
This study seeks six superintendents and five mentors who are:
•
•

Female Superintendents in Texas
Mentors of Female Superintendents in Texas

Carmela Levy-David is a doctoral student at Abilene Christian University and the researcher
conducting this study.
Purpose of the Study:
This study examines the relationship between agency, mentorship, and self-efficacy and whether
the individual or interaction of these theoretical concepts supports career advancement from the
lens of current female superintendents and mentors of women aspiring to the superintendency in
Texas.
Procedures:
The study is composed of three stages:
• Completion of a brief eight-question survey shared with all-female superintendents in
Texas.
Here are some sample questions:
1. How many students does your school district serve?
2. How many years of experience do you have in the role of superintendent?
Voluntary Nature of the Study:
Research should only be done with those who freely volunteer. So everyone involved will
respect your decision to join or not.
If you decide to join the study now, you can still change your mind later. You may stop at any
time.
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:
Being in this study could involve some minor discomforts that can be encountered in daily life,
such as sharing sensitive information. This study would pose minimal risk to your well-being
with the protections in place.
This study offers no direct benefits to individual volunteers. This study aims to benefit society by
identifying strategies or tools to increase the number of female superintendents. Once the
analysis is complete, the researcher will share the overall results by copying the study.
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Payment:
There is no remuneration for participating in the study.
Privacy:
The researcher is required to protect your privacy. Your identity will be kept confidential within
the limits of the law. The researcher, Carmela Levy-David, will not use your personal
information for any purposes outside of this research project. Also, the researcher will not
include your name or anything else that could identify you in the study reports. If the researcher
were to share this dataset with another researcher in the future, the dataset would contain no
identifiers, so this would not involve another round of obtaining informed consent. Data will be
kept secure by Carmela Levy-David. Data will be kept for a period of at least five years, as
required by the university.
Contacts and Questions:
You can ask questions of the researcher by email or phone. The email address is
xxxxx@acu.edu. The researcher’s phone number is xxx-xxx-xxxx. If you want to talk privately
about your rights as a participant or any negative parts of the study, you can call the Abilene
Christian University approval number for this study, which is IRB will enter approval number
here. It expires on IRB will enter expiration date.
You might wish to retain this consent form for your records. You may ask the researcher or
Abilene Christian University for a copy at any time using the contact info above.
Obtaining Your Consent:
If you feel you understand the study and wish to volunteer, please indicate your consent by
printing and signing your name below.

Printed Name of Participant
Date of consent
Participant’s Signature
Researcher’s Signature
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Appendix B: Email Survey and Consent for Participants
Information on Participant
Date: ________________________________
Name: _______________________________
School District: ________________________
Position: ______________________________
Opening Statement
Thank you for participating in this study! My name is Carmela Levy-David, and I am a doctoral
candidate at Abilene Christian University. This study aims to assess if current Texas female
superintendents perceive agency, mentoring relationships, and self-determination as contributing
factors to their selection for the superintendent position.
You were identified and selected as a participant due to your status as a female superintendent in
Texas. Your participation in this study will increase our understanding of the perceptions and
experiences of female superintendents in Texas and how these agentic behaviors and mentoring
factor into their ability to get the job. A link to a DocuSign consent form is enclosed in this
message. There is no remuneration or compensation for completing the survey, and your
participation is voluntary. The instrument consists of 13 questions. The approximate time to
complete the survey is five minutes. Definitions of the concepts addressed in this study are
included for your review.
The original copy of the consent form will be collected as part of this study and will remain
confidential. Only the researcher named in this study will have access to your information.
Survey participants will not be identified but may be invited to participate in face-to-face
interviews required for the next stage of this study. Responses will be kept for five years before
being deleted or destroyed. Let me know if you have any questions during any step in this
process.
Agency. “Agency is the capability to reflect on oneself and the adequacy of one’s capabilities,
thoughts, and actions” (Bandura, 2018, p. 131). According to Bandura (2012), agency refers “to
the way that people exercise their influence … to control conditions that affect their lives” (p.
12).
Mentoring. A supportive relationship where a person teaches, champions, and advises to
promote professional growth or advancement (Carr et al., 2017). The mentoring relationship
could be formal as part of the organizational process supporting leadership development
(Howard et al., 2017). A mentoring relationship could also be informal and occur through
interactions with family members or friends (Howard et al., 2017).
Self-Efficacy. “Self-efficacy is beliefs that form the foundation of human motivation, wellbeing, and personal accomplishments” (Bandura et al., 2001, p. 125). Beliefs govern behaviors,
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including “how well they motivate themselves and persevere in the face of adversities” (Bandura
et al., 2001, p. 125).
Survey Questions
1. How many students does your school district serve?
2. How many years of experience do you have in the role of superintendent?
3. How many months or years elapsed between applying and being hired for your first
superintendent position?
4. Before obtaining a superintendent position, did you have a mentor or engage in a
mentoring relationship?
5. Please indicate the gender of the mentor(s) whose support was most impactful to your
current position.
6. Did your mentor’s gender positively impact your mentoring relationship?
7. Do you believe that your mentoring relationship increased your agency?
8. Do you believe agency was a factor in obtaining a superintendent position?
9. Do you believe that your mentoring relationship increased your self-efficacy?
10. Do you believe that self-efficacy was a factor in obtaining a superintendent position?
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Appendix C: Interview Consent and Protocol for Interview Participants
Information on Interviewee
Date: ________________________________
Name: _______________________________
School District: ________________________
Position: ______________________________
Opening Statement
Thank you for participating in this study! My name is Carmela Levy-David, and I am a doctoral
candidate at Abilene Christian University. This study examines the relationship between agency,
mentoring, and self-efficacy and whether that relationship supports career advancement from the
lens of current female superintendents and mentors of females aspiring to the superintendency in
Texas.
As a female superintendent or mentor of a female superintendent in Texas, your participation can
increase our understanding of the role of agency, mentoring, and self-efficacy in advancing
women in the superintendency. Your experiences and perceptions provide a unique source of
information to broaden our understanding of this phenomenon. Before the interview, a consent
form was provided explaining your right to privacy and confidentiality as a participant. There is
no remuneration or compensation for this interview, and your participation is voluntary. The
conversation will include five questions, shared with you in advance, with follow-up questions if
required for clarity. The approximate time to complete the interview is 45 minutes to one hour.
The original copy of the consent form will be collected as part of this study and will remain
confidential. The researcher will share a copy of the transcript of your responses to support
accuracy. Let me know if you have any questions during any stage in this process.
Brief definitions of the concepts central to this study are provided in this document to support
clarity.
Agency. “Agency is the capability to reflect on oneself and the adequacy of one’s capabilities,
thoughts, and actions” (Bandura, 2018, p. 131).
Mentoring. A supportive relationship where a person teaches, champions, and advises another to
promote professional growth or advancement (Carr et al., 2017). The mentoring relationship
could be formal as part of the organizational process supporting leadership development
(Howard et al., 2017). A mentoring relationship could also be informal and occur through
interactions with family members or friends (Howard et al., 2017).
Self-Efficacy. “Self-efficacy is beliefs that form the foundation of human motivation, wellbeing, and personal accomplishments” (Bandura et al., 2001, p. 125). Beliefs govern behaviors,
including “how well they motivate themselves and persevere in the face of adversities” (Bandura
et al., 2001, p. 125).
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Interview Questions
1. Can we discuss the timeline between beginning to apply for superintendent positions and
assuming your first superintendency? How did this period of your career unfold?
a. How did your agency and self-efficacy evolve before and after becoming a
superintendent?
b. What was the structure of your mentoring relationship during this time?
2. Please share any internal factors or mindsets that motivated your pursuit of a
superintendent role?
a. Were there any positive or negative experiences that influenced your mindset?
b. How did the mentoring relationship affect your mindset?
3. Describe any external factors or changes that you had to address to become a
superintendent?
a. How did you develop the skill or confidence to address them?
b. What type of support or assistance did you have?
4. Describe your experiences with leaders of both genders relative to your growth and
promotion?
a. How did the gender of the leader or mentor influence your growth?
b. How have your experiences with leaders of both genders affected you?
5. Could you describe how you have mentored women who have become superintendents?
a. What personal experiences shaped your mentoring practices?
b. How do you define effective mentorship? How do you implement these factors
with women aspiring to superintendency?
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Appendix D: Code Book
List of All Codes Created During Qualitative Analysis of Interview Data
Code #
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28

Code Name
Agency
Challenges and agency
Mentorship style and agency
Other career advancement and agency
Sources of agency
Prayer, faith, and agency
Superintendent advancement and agency
Superintendent position and agency
Career advancement
Career trajectory
Other advancement
Challenges to other advancement
Family obligations and challenges to other
career advancement
School board and challenges to career
advancement
Supervisor challenges and other
advancement
Opportunities to other advancement
School board and opportunities to other
advancement
Superintendent advancement
Agency and superintendent advancement
Challenges to superintendent advancement
Community challenges and superintendent
advancement
Personal challenges and superintendent
advancement
Family obligations and challenges to
superintendent advancement
School board and challenges to
superintendent advancement
Supervisor challenges to superintendent
advancement
Opportunities to superintendent advancement
Institutional support and superintendent
advancement
Mentorship and superintendent
advancement

# Participants

# References

10
7
6
6
5
12
8
1
12
3
5
2

28
15
10
10
8
32
12
1
36
3
10
2

1

2

1

1

8
1

15
1

2
10
10
2

5
28
32
2

2

3

4

10

3

4

1

2

12
6

44
9

9

20

142
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56

Networks and opportunities to
superintendent advancement
Peer partnerships and superintendent
advancement
Personal support and superintendent
advancement
School board and opportunities to
superintendent advancement
Supervisor support and superintendent
advancement
Self-efficacy and superintendent
Advancement
Career milestones
Current superintendent position
Activities-responsibilities as superintendent
Agency and superintendent position
Approach to leadership in superintendent
position
Challenges in current superintendent position
Community challenges and superintendent
position
Personal challenges and superintendent
position
Family obligations and challenges in
superintendent position
School board and challenges in
superintendent position
District characteristics and superintendent
position
Rural district and superintendent position
Urban district and superintendent position
Lack of support in superintendent position
Opportunities in current superintendent position
Support in superintendent position
Institutional support in superintendent
position
Mentorship support in superintendent
position
Networks and superintendent position
Peer partnership support and superintendent
position
Personal support and superintendent
position
School board support and superintendent
position

7

12

1

1

3

5

8

10

2

5

9

21

6
6
10
12
9

10
8
30
33
29

12
5

47
5

3

5

2

3

3

3

7

13

2
1
8
3
6
10

7
2
17
6
7
16

9

18

3
9

3
19

3

4

7

8
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57
58
59
60
61
62
63
64
65
66
67
68
69
70
71
72
73
74
75
76
77
78
79
80
81
82
83
84
85
86
87
88
89
90
91
92
93
94
95

Staff support and superintendent position
Self-efficacy and superintendent position
Success in superintendent position
Years in superintendent position
Gender
Gender as barrier
Gender as non-barrier
Gender differences
Working with both genders
Interpersonal conflicts between women
Interpersonal conflicts between men
Men supporting men
Supportive cross-gender professional
relationships
Women supporting women
Mentorship
Given mentorship
Advice and given mentorship
Agency and mentees
Agency and mentorship
Approach to mentorship
Capacity-building and given mentorship
Communication with mentees
Formal given mentorship
Gender and given mentorship
Informal given mentorship
Institutional mentorship
Providing resources to mentees
Providing training to mentees
Self-efficacy and mentees
Self-efficacy and mentorship
Lack of mentorship
Received mentorship
Advice and received mentorship
Agency and received mentorship
Capacity-building and received mentorship
Communication with mentor
Formal received mentorship
Gender and received mentorship
Informal received mentorship

6
10
9
5
2
9
13
12
8
4
5
3
12

7
27
18
5
8
36
28
42
22
8
18
5
43

10
2
4
12
12
8
13
12
11
2
12
5
3
8
5
13
10
10
5
10
11
12
10
3
11
8

42
5
12
28
30
14
57
28
29
2
38
9
5
16
7
39
19
25
19
26
27
27
20
4
29
18

144
96
97
98
99
100
101
102
103
104
105
106
107
108
109
110
111
112
113
114
115
116
117
118
119
120
121
122
123
124
125
126
127
128
129

Institutional mentorship as mentee
Meeting challenges and mentorship
Opportunities and received mentorship
Other career advancement and received
mentorship
Resources received from mentor
Self-efficacy and received mentorship
Superintendent advancement and received
mentorship
Superintendent position and received
mentorship
Training received from mentors
Value of received mentorship
Motivation to pursue superintendency
Peer partnerships
Lack of peer partnerships
Presence of peer partnerships
Communication with peer partners
Gender and peer partnerships
Superintendent peer partnerships
GroupMe communication between
superintendents
Value of peer partnerships
Previous positions prior to superintendent
position
Capacity-building, superintendent
advancement, and previous positions
Capacity-building, superintendent position, and
previous positions
Challenges in previous positions
Opportunities in previous positions
Professional training
Previous training prior to superintendent
position
Training during superintendent position
Race
Race as non-barrier
Racial barriers
Racial differences
Self-efficacy
Challenges and self-efficacy
Mentorship style and self-efficacy

5
7
10
2

6
14
32
2

1
12
10

1
34
19

7

15

1
12
13

1
45
30

7
8
6
7
9
6

12
18
8
14
26
15

12
5

25
8

12

28

5

8

5
12

12
30

10

17

3
5
3
4
5
1
7
9

3
7
3
13
9
2
21
21

145
130
131
132
133
134
135

Other career advancement and self-efficacy
Sources of self-efficacy
Superintendent advancement and self-efficacy
Sources of self-efficacy for superintendent
advancement
Superintendent position and self-efficacy
Sources of self-efficacy for superintendent
position

6
9
9
12

9
16
28
34

10
9

24
13
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